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Old English poetry features several female characters who challenge
androcentric authority by violently killing men. I argue in this thesis that three of
these women—Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith—are linked together by
their rejection or reversal of the male gaze. In their forceful refusal to be visually
objectified, each character is portrayed as abject—outside of normal and outcast from
community. They cause disorder, illustrate the fragility of androcentric control, and
force a confrontation with death. In so doing, they create ambiguity and, at times,
reverse the subject/object and masculine/feminine gender binaries.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

At first glance, Old English poetry gives the impression that male heroes
dominate literary worlds by violently defeating monsters, thereby keeping their
communities safe and prosperous. The presence of assertive female characters,
however, has the effect of destabilizing this androcentric order and creating within the
central male figure, or society as a whole, a sense of anxiety. In heroic poetry,
Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith commit violent actions that shock masculine
communities from Heorot to Bethulia. In the elegies, the two unnamed female
characters of The Wife’s Lament and Wulf and Eadwacer dare to give voice to their
grievances, vacillating in tone from anger to sadness as they speak of their expulsion
from society. Even in the Old English riddles humorous wordplay turns threatening
when the woman of “Riddle 25” becomes the killer of the onion/phallus, or the
feminine “wine” strips men of their strength in “Riddle 11.”1 This thesis focuses on
the first set of these characters: Modthryth, who kills men who look at her; Grendel’s

1

George Philip Krapp and Elliott Van Kirk Dobbie, ed., The Exeter Book (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1936 Rpt. 1989). The answer to 11 is unknown, though “wine” is a popular proposal
as is “night.” Despite the lack of a definite answer, the female threat contained in the riddle is clear.
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mother, who upsets the newly reestablished order at Heorot after the killing of
Grendel; and Judith, who assassinates the enemy general, Holofernes.
It is not uncommon in studies on one of the characters to read a few sentences
or a paragraph comparing her behavior to that of one or both of the other two. Thus
we read in three separate critical works by Jane Chance, Karma Lochrie, and Carol
Parrish Jamison respectively that Grendel’s mother and Judith are similar because
they “contrast with the passive and swordless m[e]n,”2 that Judith “bears more of a
comparison with the violent Modthryth in Beowulf,”3 and that Modthryth’s “early
penchant for destruction makes her comparable to Grendel’s mother.”4 In criticism
about female characters in Old English poetry, scholars and critics have observed
interconnected tropes of female violence among these three women. Chance, Lochrie,
and Jamison all acknowledge the strength, power, and violence of the three female
figures, noting that they all share revulsion for objectification and are marginalized
from society.5 Yet, thus far, no study has gone beyond a paragraph or footnote to
examine all three characters and their shared actions with equal attention. The goals
of this thesis are to foreground the matrix of violent women and to expand the use of
the theories of Laura Mulvey and Julia Kristeva, which are not new to Old English
2

Jane Chance, Woman as Hero in Old English Literature (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1986.
Rpt. Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2005) 104. Chance posits a model of interpreting Old English women
within a binary between Eve and Mary. In regards to Modthryth, Chance interprets her as beginning as
an Eve figure and ending as a Mary figure. I hope to demonstrate, however, that Modthryth retains an
ambiguous identity throughout the passage.
3
Karma Lochrie, “Sexual Violence and the Politics of War in the Old English Judith,” Class and
Gender in Early English Literature, ed. Britton J. Harwood and Gillian R. Overing (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1994) 9.
4
Carol Parrish Jamison, “Traffic of Women in Germanic Literature: The Role of the Peace Pledge in
Marital Exchanges,” Woman in German Yearbook 20 (2004): 25.
5
Lochrie notes that both Modthryth and Judith reject the male gaze and Jamison writes that both
Modthryth and Grendel’s mother are largely isolated from society because of their violent behavior.
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poetry, but have not yet been widely applied, in order to understand how each
character’s individual actions connect her to the other two.
Mulvey and Kristeva provide a useful language with which one may examine
the multivalent roles of Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith. Mulvey speaks to
the objectification of women by sight—that man’s gaze upon a woman can make her
into the unwilling object of his sexual pleasure. Mulvey expands previous studies on
gazing, particularly those of Freud and Lacan, to synthesize the different types of
gazes (scopophilic and mirror stage). She also discusses gazing that incites castration
anxiety and emphasizes the importance of a theater setting—that the audience may
look at the screen, but the characters may not look back—a setting that is reflected in
Holofernes’ tent, to be discussed in chapter 4. Kristeva gives us examples of what
happens when a person or thing refuses to be an object—each is abjected, cast out,
expelled. That which refuses to bend to the will of the subject becomes a threat and
must be removed from both the individual body and the body politic. Together,
Mulvey and Kristeva help us understand that resisting objectification and the
resulting abjection are part of the same process.
Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith seek to mitigate or control the male
gaze. Both Modthryth and Judith violently reject ocular penetration, even going so far
as to use it to their own advantage in order to increase their own power. The male
gaze takes on a slightly different meaning with Grendel’s mother; she prefers to
preempt being seen by entering Heorot at night. Despite her attempt to remain out of
sight, Beowulf’s gaze upon the giant sword in Grendel’s mother’s mere results in her
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demise. In order to understand the importance of visual objectification in these
instances, it is useful to explicate Mulvey’s male gaze theory. Mulvey explains how
the heteronormative personal and collective values of an androcentric society are
reinforced by patterns of looking or being-looked-at in film. She begins by
summarizing the “paradox of phallocentrism”—that despite the central importance of
the phallus as a symbol of power, it is actually woman who gives the phallus meaning
because of her lack thereof.6 The fear is that she has been castrated, that she is
missing an important part of her body; hence, she is incomplete, dissimilar, outside of
the socially constructed concept of normality, abject. To verify that lack necessitates a
visual act. Viewing the site of the trauma is an exercise that is both horrific and
pleasurable. Scopophilia is “pleasure in looking” and “taking other people as objects,
subjecting them to a controlling and curious gaze,” thus scopophilia probes the
relation of the self to an other.7 Freud theorizes that scopophilia is one way to
stimulate sexual arousal, but Mulvey takes issue with Freud’s insistence that
scopophilia is, for the most part, natural.8 She sees scopophilia as a type of sexual
assault in which a woman is sexualized as a man’s object of pleasure, regardless of
whether the object welcomes such attention.9 For the object, there can be a strong
sense of violation, essentially being “stripped bare” without consent. In film, after all,

6

Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Visual and Other Pleasures (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1989) 14.
7
Mulvey 16. See also Sigmund Freud, “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality,” The Freud Reader,
ed. Peter Gay (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1989) 251.
8
Freud 251. The instances that Freud allows for the perversion of scopophilia are: A fixation only on
genitalia, a fascination with excretory functions, and/or scopophilia as the sole sexual aim rather than a
path leading to the intercourse.
9
Mulvey 17.
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a man may gaze at an actress on the screen, but the actress is powerless to gaze back
or refuse that objectification.10
Conversely, the mirror stage is the moment when a child recognizes his or her
reflection in a mirror, thus examining the “relationship between the human form and
its surroundings” and the development and identification of the ego through the image
(since the young child’s motor skills are not yet fully developed, the image in the
mirror contains a self that is more perfect than what the child recognizes are his/her
actual abilities).11 For Lacan, the moment a child recognizes his or her image is of the
utmost importance as it allows the child to begin to form the concept of the “I,” an “I”
that is whole rather than a fractured mix of hands, feet, elbows, or fingers.12 Mulvey
takes the mirror stage beyond the formative months of childhood into adulthood with
her assertion that the audience gazes upon the male protagonist with the same mirror
stage gaze that the child uses to establish his ego. The members of the audience
identify with the male protagonist as being more perfect than it is, but rather than
desiring the male character as a sexual object, the audience forms its own identity. It
begins to see the protagonist as the perfected self through whom the desires of the
audience will be achieved. Thus, the male protagonist’s desire for a female character
becomes the audience’s desire; his sexual aim becomes its aim as well.13

10

Mulvey 17.
Mulvey 17-18. See also Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I,”
Philosophers on Art from Kant to the Postmoderns, ed. Christopher Kul-Want (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2010) 152.
12
Lacan 152-154.
13
Mulvey 20.
11
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In Mulvey’s film theory, the two looks combine into a matrix of gazing. The
audience in the theater and the male protagonist may each cast an objectifying gaze at
the female figure on the screen, desiring her as the object of their sexual aim,
appreciating her body as a source of pleasure (scopophilia).14 The audience may also
identify with the male protagonist, fulfilling its desires through his actions (mirror
stage).15 As the audience gazes at the male protagonist, he becomes its “screen
surrogate, so that the power of the male protagonist as he controls events coincides
with the active power of the erotic look.”16 In both types of gazing, the female figure
is considered passive while the male protagonist is active. The image of the woman is
erotically charged, which allows the subject to possess the woman as an object. With
her lack of the phallus having been verified, the value of the phallus is reaffirmed as
the source of power for androcentric society.
There is, however, a potential alternative form of the gaze. Since the woman
lacks the phallus, she also represents castration anxiety. Even if the woman is
presented as an object of desire (either erotic or through her passive role in the
patriarchal order), her lack of a phallus creates a situation where “the look,
pleasurable in form, can be threatening in content” both for the male character on
screen and for the audience.17 While Mulvey explores how women are objectified by
the gaze, she does not provide further analysis of castration anxiety or what happens
when a woman fights against being sexualized. If the gaze reaffirms phallocentric
14

Mulvey 21.
Mulvey 17, 20.
16
Mulvey 20.
17
Mulvey 19.
15
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patriarchy then its rejection would logically challenge an androcentric society. The
refusal to imbue the phallus with meaning could be seen as an attempt to remove the
power of the phallocentric order, to actualize the threat of castration.
The second way in which Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith are related
is their subsequent abjection. All three of them use violence to reject male authority.
All three decapitate men. Hélène Cixous famously asserts that men suffer from
castration anxiety while women suffer the equivalent anxiety in the form of fears
about decapitation.18 Both forms of anxiety speak to the loss of power and the threat
of meaninglessness and loss of identity. For Julia Kristeva, decapitation is not merely
a female form of castration anxiety, but a “symbolic castration”—one that the woman
enacts as revenge for the threat of sexual objectification.19 Kristeva specifically cites
the biblical story of Judith as an example of the link between castration and
decapitation.20 The resulting disorder is revealed through the fragmentation of male
bodies—the beheadings of Modthryth’s gazers, Æschere, and Holofernes—as well as
the attempt by Grendel’s mother to kill Beowulf. Such violent deeds place the three
women outside normative roles.21 They are not playing by the rules, strictly speaking,
thus they are abjected—placed outside the community. In order to understand
abjection, it is useful to examine the theories of Kristeva whose work on abjection is
extensive. The two most important aspects of the abject are that the abject is not an
18

Hélène Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation,” trans. Annette Kuhn, Signs 7.1 (1981): 45-46.
Julia Kristeva, The Severed Head, trans. Jody Gladding (New York: Columbia University Press,
2012) 78.
20
Kristeva, Severed 77-81.
21
Certainly, women may be expected to violently refuse unwanted physical contact, but even the
punishment for rape in Anglo-Saxon England was not death by beheading, which is how all three
women react. For more on the threat of rape, see chapter 4.
19
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object in the sense that it refuses to be desired. The abject is only similar to an
object in one respect: “that of being opposed to I.”23 Modthryth, Grendel’s mother,
and Judith refuse to be objects of desire. They are exceptional because they do not
conform to the roles prescribed to them by those in power. Furthermore, they
subversively use power structures against the men who would claim that authority for
themselves.
According to Kristeva, the abject is often associated with bodily functions and
fluids. These bodily processes are disturbing because they confront the subject with
his or her own insecure physicality and mortality. To demonstrate this, Kristeva uses
examples relating to food and eating. The subject desires food (the object), and he/she
enacts that desire by eating.24 Yet, part of the food refuses to be an object; it refuses to
be absorbed by the desire of the subject, the logic being that if rebellious bits of food
were left inside the subject, the subject would rot from the inside out. Threatened with
death, the body rejects the remains of the food, calling it waste, refuse, excrement.
Now what was meant to be an object is neither subject nor object, but outside of that
system altogether—a menace to the health and stability of the body.
Though the abject has strong ties to bodily elements (blood, pus, urine,
excrement, mucous), the abject functions on a sociopolitical level as well. Just as the
things that are incorporated into the body can be rejected, the people who form the

22

Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1982) 1.
23
Kristeva, Powers 1.
24
Kristeva, Powers 2-4.
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body politic can become an unhealthy threat to order and to those in power. Kristeva
writes:
It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but
what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders,
positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite … Any
crime, because it draws attentions to the fragility of the law, is abject,
but premeditated crime, cunning murder, hypocritical revenge are even
more so because they heighten the display of such fragility.25
Just as bodily wastes and blood seeping from a wound do not respect the border of the
body (the skin), people can fail to respect the borders enacted by society (the law,
social order, or military rank). Such people are considered to be abject.
In this study, the theory of abjection or “the abject” is examined both as a state
of being and as an action. These two manifestations of abjection are often related to
one another as they form a sequence. As a state of being, the abject is primarily
descriptive. Grendel’s mother, for example, is first described in terms that signal the
abject: she lives in a mere described as strange, unnatural, inhospitable, and located
outside the social community at Heorot. She is shunned, and Hrothgar and his men
seem reluctant to mention her to their guests. Though she seems to prefer to remain
out of sight, Beowulf will later quell her rebellion through his mirror stage gaze upon
the giant sword, which allows him to identify with the sword as a phallic object that
will enable his objectification of Grendel’s mother. While Grendel’s mother has

25

Kristeva, Powers 4.
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abject characteristics, abjection is also an action. Just as the body expels—abjects—
wastes in defiance of the body’s borders so too can boundaries of space be illegally
traversed. Likewise, Grendel’s mother defies sociopolitical borders by entering
Hrothgar’s hall and corporal borders by killing Æschere. Descriptive abjection and
performed abjection are not completely separate manifestations of the abject. They
often appear together as a process. For example, in Judith, the eponymous heroine is
first described as being weak—following enemy men’s orders and praying for safety.
Once she kills Holofernes, however, she becomes more confident and strong. Her
bloody conquest inspires more violence, undertaken by her command. After she
commits an abject action, she is described as abject herself. She is a bearer of a
bloody head, a bringer of death who receives bloody armor as a battle prize.
While bodily wastes and rebellious people are encountered on a regular basis,
the ultimate abjection—death—is a more significant form of the abject. Death,
particularly when it involves being killed by another person outside the law, involves
a dual abjection. First, the person who dies is abjected. The essence of one’s being
(the soul, mind, or ego) separates from or is expelled by the body. In Kristeva’s
words:
I am at the border of my condition as a living being. My body
extricates itself, as being alive, from that border. Such wastes drop so
that I might live, until, from loss to loss, nothing remains in me and
my entire body falls beyond the limit—cadere, cadaver. If dung
signifies the other side of the border, the place where I am not and
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which permits me to be, the corpse, the most sickening of wastes, is a
border that has encroached upon everything. It is no longer I who
expel, “I” is expelled.26
The person who dies, then, undergoes abjection—expulsion from his or her own body
just as that person once expelled wastes. The subject, who had established itself, in
part, through the male gaze, fails to signify any longer as the “I”; severed, the body
itself falls as waste. In the case of a person being killed, however, the killer is also
abjected because he or she shows a lack of respect for the body’s boundaries; he or
she causes blood to flow and separates a body from its ego. In their refusal to be
objects and to play by the rules, Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith are abject
figures. They each skirt, manipulate, and break the law, causing a rupture in the fabric
of the androcentric societies they oppose.
The second chapter of this thesis examines the most blatant male gaze episode
in Old English poetry—that of Modthryth. She stands, as do Wealhtheow and Hygd,
as the central female figure in her father’s hall. Yet, unlike the other two characters,
both of whom are married, Modthryth is unmarried and her father, who should be the
authority in the hall, does not command a strong presence—a clue, perhaps, of the
impending threat to the androcentric order. As a result, Modthryth has a certain
liberty to assert herself, and she does so by killing, or having killed, the men who
look at her. In her rejection of any suitor’s gaze, Modthryth upsets what would have
been considered the proper place for a woman in the hall, serving mead and

26

Kristeva, Powers 3-4.
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supporting her lord as Wealhtheow does. Instead, Modthryth expunges her father’s
men by killing them, resulting in her own further, double abjection—she is abject
because she has the men killed; their blood is on her hands since she is responsible for
their deaths. She is also abjected because she is given in marriage by her father.
While an arranged marriage as a peaceweaver would have been considered a typical
occurrence, what is unusual is that Modthryth absolutely must be given away
otherwise the men in her father’s hall will continue to be killed. She must cross
physical, political, and social boundaries to marry Offa, which improves her own
status as she ascends to the throne and also makes her father’s hall safe again. Even
after her marriage, however, Modthryth continues her refusal to be passive and
rendered into an object. Offa, her husband, seems to be able to curb her behavior,
which has often been assumed to be one of the first instances of the “taming of the
shrew” motif.27 Yet, being “put in her place” does not seem to entail weak submission
to her husband, but a prominent place on a throne. As an abject woman, she continues
to refuse to be neatly categorized as weak and submissive.
Chapter 3 addresses Grendel’s mother and the way in which she represents
castration anxiety similar to that which Modthryth generates. She takes the symbol of
Beowulf’s victory over the abject, Grendel’s bloody arm, and kills Hrothgar’s most
valued advisor, Æschere. She leaves behind a bloody trail that intensifies the men’s

27

Klaeber’s Beowulf and the Fight at Finnsburg, 4th Edition, ed. R.D. Fulk, Robert E. Bjork, and John
D. Niles (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008) 222. Klaeber suggests that the Modthryth
episode represents, perhaps, the earliest example of the “Taming of the Shrew” motif. This assertion is
disputed by many scholars including Tom Shippey and Carol Parrish Jamison whose ideas will be
discussed further in chapter 2.
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anxiety as they travel to the mere and see Æschere’s severed head. Beowulf, however,
does not give way to anxiety until he enters the mere where a rapid reversal and shift
in point of view await. As he swims to the lair,
Ðā wæs hwīl dæġes
ǣr hē þone grundwong
Sōna þæt onfunde

sē ðe flōda begong

heoroġīfre behēold
grim ond grǣdiġ,
ælwihta eard

onġytan mehte.

hund missera,
þæt þǣr gumena sum

ufan cunnode. (Beowulf ll. 1495b-1500)28

It was a long time before he was able to see the bottom [of the mere].
Immediately the one who occupied the expanse of floods for a hundred
years, fiercely ravenous, grim and greedy, became aware that from
above, a certain one of men [Beowulf] explored the creature’s home.
The moment she senses Beowulf impinging on her space, Grendel’s mother attacks.
She represents a great deal of ambiguity, especially since her gender, though clear in
the beginning with the words mōdor, ides, and āglǣċwīf (ll. 1258b-1259a), becomes
confused in lines 1260a, 1392b, 1394b, and 1479b by masculine adjectives and
pronouns. She takes the dominant position, pinning Beowulf to the ground. Carol
Clover identifies the early Northern medieval concept of gender as a lineal scale
based on the strength or weakness of a person’s actions, rather than a

28

All quotations from Beowulf are taken from Klaeber’s Beowulf and the Fight at Finnsburg, 4th
Edition, ed. R.D. Fulk, Robert E. Bjork, and John D. Niles (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
2008). All translations are mine unless otherwise noted.

14
29

masculine/feminine binary. Since actions are indicators of gender, with strong,
assertive actions representing the masculine and weak, timid actions representing the
feminine along a sliding scale, Grendel’s mother, more so than Modthryth, exhibits a
nearly complete gender reversal from societal expectations. Unlike other female
characters in Beowulf, Wealhtheow and Hildeburh, for example, who do not engage
in killing, Grendel’s mother takes violent action when her son is killed. Because she
is a woman, she poses an even greater threat due to her ability to procreate. Should
she have more children, there is the possibility that the community at Heorot could
continue to be threatened in the future. She represents the archaic mother from whom
the line of Cain flows. To kill her and her offspring would mean purging the world of
the remains of this stigmatized family. However, because of the relationship between
killing and abjection, Beowulf not only abjects Grendel’s mother even more so than
she was already, but he abjects himself in the process.
In chapter 4 we see how Judith differs from Modthryth and Grendel’s mother
in three very prominent ways. In the Old English poem, she has strong faith in God
and prays for protection against Holofernes. She is the protagonist who speaks with
courage. Finally, she becomes the de facto leader of her people, inciting them to
battle and receiving the general’s armor as a reward for her efforts. These differences
create a male gaze and abjection that contrast with the characters of Beowulf.
Throughout the poem, we are told of Judith’s great beauty, starting with her

29

Carol J. Clover, “Regardless of Sex: Men, Women, and Power in Early Northern Europe,”
Representations 44 (1993): 13.
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description as ælfscinu “of elven beauty” (Judith l. 14). Such constant reminders of
her physical beauty would suggest that when she is ordered into Holofernes’ tent, she
will become his passive sexual object. She is also, however, an abject figure who
commits a violent act of self-preservation and vengeance, and who conflates the
boundaries between life and death, subject and object.
Holofernes’ position as the active male gazer comes in the description of the
fabulous net that surrounds his bed. Whoever is inside the net may look out at those
around, but those who are outside of the net may not see through its golden folds. The
situation of Holofernes’ net puts him in the dominant gazing position. He commands
power by being able to see, but not be seen, much like the members of the audience
of a movie theater who may gaze at the screen, but who do not receive the gaze of the
actors upon them. Through his drunkenness, however, Holofernes is incapacitated
when he enters his bed intent upon raping Judith. His privileged and protected space
becomes the place of his own undoing, as Judith is then able to behead him with his
own sword. Her dominant position straddling Holofernes and her seizing of the
quintessential phallic weapon turns sexual difference on its head. She castrates his
power and head, which is then placed in a bread bag representing the consumption of
food (l. 127). Judith, then, becomes a devourer as will the Bethulian army that she
calls to action to defeat the Assyrians. The castration, however, does not end with
Holofernes. Instead of marching bravely to battle, several of Holofernes’ retainers

30

All quotations from Judith were prepared using the following two editions: Judith, ed. Mark Griffith
(Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1997); and Peter Baker, “Judith,” Introduction to Old English, 2nd
ed. (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2007).
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stand fearfully waiting for the general to awaken as the battle rages outside.
Trembling with dread, one man finally looks through the net only to find the remains
of Holofernes’ body. Instead of taking up arms and facing their enemies, the men
mourn like women: “Hē þā lungre ġefēoll / frēoriġ tō foldan, ongan his feax teran, /
hrēoh on mōde, ond his hræġl somod” (“He then fell to the floor / frozen to the earth,
began to tear his hair / rough in spirit, and rip his clothes”; ll. 280b-282). Feminized
by the death of their leader, the symbolic castration of the body politic, their failure to
protect him, their show of womanly emotion at the sight of his decapitated body, and
by the fierce onslaught of the Bethulians, the remaining Assyrian men, such fierce
adversaries in previous battles, lay down their weapons and flee.
As violent female characters, Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith break
the binaries between weak/strong and female/male. They introduce unsettling
ambiguity into the narratives. The result is that they are each outside and beyond the
established boundaries of law and acceptable conduct. All three represent a rupture of
bodies, of metaphorical borders (good and evil, right and wrong), and of sociopolitical limits. They demonstrate that the power of the male protagonist and of
androcentric society is tenuous, constantly coming under attack both from enemies
without like Grendel’s mother and from surprising foes within such as an unruly
princess or virtuous maiden.

CHAPTER II

MODTHRYTH: REJECTING THE GAZE, ABJECTING THE BODY

Any student of Beowulf will find the following scenario to be very familiar:
The warriors of a mead hall are being killed; the remaining men feel threatened, and
their lives in the hall are unstable. While this certainly describes the situation of
Heorot, it is an equally apt summary of the events at another hall in the poem—that of
Modthryth—the daughter of a king, a killer of men, and later the wife of Offa and
mother of their son. Modthryth refuses to be gazed upon by the men in her father’s
hall, and should a man commit such a transgression, he is killed. While Modthryth
shares many characteristics with both Beowulf and Grendel’s mother, she has
garnered little scholarly attention and some critics have derided the passage in which
she appears. It is true that little can be definitively said about who she is, why she acts
so violently, or how she comes to be reconciled to society in Offa’s hall. Her
narrative takes up fewer than forty lines in an interlude during Beowulf’s
homecoming to Hygelac’s hall. Below is the passage in its entirety:
Bold wæs betliċ,

bregorōf cyning,

hēa[h on] healle,

Hyġd swīðe ġeong,

wīs, wēlþungen,

þēah ðe wintra lȳt
17
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under burhlocan

ġebiden hæbbe,

Hæreþes dohtor;

næs hīo hnāh swā þēah,

nē tō gnēað ġifa

Ġēata lēodum,

māþmġestrēona.

Mōdþrȳðo wæġ,

Fremu, folces cwēn,
Nǣniġ þæt dorste

firen’ ondrysne;
dēor ġenēþan

swǣsra ġesīða,

nefne sinfrēa,

þæt hire an dæġes

ēagum starede,

ac him wælbende

weotode tealde

handġewriþene;

hraþe seoþðan wæs

æfter mundgripe

mēċe ġeþinġed,

þæt hit sceādenmǣl

scȳran mōste,

cwealmbealu cȳðan.

Ne bið swylċ cwēnliċ þēaw

idese tō efnanṇẹ,

þēah ðe hīo ǣnlicu sȳ,

þætte freoðuwebbe
æfter liġetorne

fēores onsǣċe
lēofne mannan.

Hūru þæt onhōhsnod[e]
ealodrincende

ōðer sǣdan,

þæt hīo lēodbealẹwa
inwitnīða,

lǣs ġefremede,

(s)yððan ǣrest wearð

ġyfen goldhroden
æðelum dīore,

Hemminges mǣġ:

ġeongum cempan,
syððan hīo Offan flet
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ofer fealone flōd

be fæder lāre

sīðe ġesōhte;

ðǣr hīo syððan well

in gumstōle,

gōde mǣre,

līfġesceafta

lifiġende brēac,

hīold hēahlufan

wið hæleþa brego,

ealles moncynnes
þone sēlestan

mīne ġefrǣġe
bī sǣm twēonum,

eormencynnes;

forðām Offa wæs

ġeofum ond gūðum,
wīde ġeweorðod,
ēðel sīnne;

gārcēne man,
wīsdōme hēold

þonon Ēomēr wōc

hæleðum tō helpe,
nefa Gārmundes,

Hem[m]inges mǣġ,
nīða cræftiġ. (Beowulf ll. 1925-1962)1

The hall was splendid, the king very valiant, high in hall, Hygd was
very young, wise and accomplished, though she experienced few
winters within the stronghold, Hæreth’s daughter; she was not
ungenerous, however, nor too sparing of gifts, of treasures, to the
people of the Geats. Modthryth, famous queen of the people, carried
out a terrible deed; no one brave of dear retainers dared to venture,
except a great lord, that by day [one] looked at her with [his] eyes, but

1
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was considered deadly bonds in store for him, hand-woven; quickly
after being seized, a sword was appointed, a pattern-welded sword
must settle it, make known [its] mortal attack. Such is not a queenly
custom for a woman to do, even though she is beautiful, that a peaceweaver deprive a dear man of life for a pretended insult. Indeed, that
kinsman of Hemming checked that! Ale-drinkers said something else,
that she did fewer great afflictions, hostile acts, after she was given,
gold-adorned, to the young warrior, the beloved prince, when she over
the pale sea sought on a voyage Offa’s hall according to her father’s
bidding; there she afterwards, rightly living, enjoyed life on the throne,
glorious for her good deeds, held high love toward the lord of the
warriors as I have heard tell, the best of all mankind, of human kind,
between the two seas; because Offa was a brave man, in gifts and
wars, honored widely, he ruled his homeland with wisdom; from
thence Eomer was born, a help to the warriors, Kinsman of Hemming,
nephew of Garmund, strong in the face of troubles.
Scholars have struggled to understand why the poet would include such a
passage and how it should be understood in its poetic context. The passage is
certainly enigmatic and poses several difficulties because of the abrupt shift of topic
from Hygd to Modthryth and the lack of specificity regarding who performs the
actions of the passage. Many critics have disparaged the passage for its disruption of
narrative structure and its subject matter. Kenneth Sisam has called it both a “crude
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excrescence” and “extraneous,” while the editors of Klaeber’s Beowulf suggest that it
“is introduced too abruptly to seem fully motivated.”2 Tom Shippey asserts that “the
whole point of the episode remains opaque,” especially since the other digressions in
the poem seem to be more fittingly integrated into the narrative.3 Alexander Callander
Murray calls the episode “gratuitous” and “unsuitable.”4 Yet, scholars have begun to
reexamine the passage in light of feminist theory. Though a feminist approach has
provided a way to understand Modthryth’s rightful place in Beowulf, an in-depth
analysis of Modthryth’s relationship to other disruptive female characters has yet to
be undertaken. Modthryth has her own unique manner of rejecting the male gaze and
her own characteristics of abjection, which will provide a basis for comparison with
the other two characters.
While the passage concerning Modthryth begins in medias res, we are told by
the narrator that Modthryth’s motive for killing the men in her father’s hall is their
gazing upon her, a visual objectification that she summarily rejects. Though the
narrator declares the gaze to be a “pretended insult,” the deep significance of the male
gaze has been theorized by Laura Mulvey (see introduction). In the Modthryth
passage, the men’s gaze upon Modthryth represents a direct, scopophilic gaze of
pleasure. The gaze forces the woman to become an object of voyeuristic sexual
desire—a role that Modthryth rejects. The gaze becomes a weapon of power, as the
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man is able to assert his position of authority as subject using only his eyes. However,
the gaze can also be threatening. Since the woman lacks a phallus, she can cause
castration anxiety, or a situation in which “the look, pleasurable in form, can be
threatening in content.”5 According to Mulvey, the goal of the male gaze is to
reaffirm the androcentric social order.6 What happens, however, when the gaze is
rejected or threatens castration?
In Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva examines an alternative. She theorizes
that not all women are objects of the male gaze or a “masculine economy.” Rather,
some women are abject: the abject being that which refuses to be desired and that
which is “opposed to I.”7 While the presence of abjection is often signaled by bodily
fluids and wastes, including menstrual blood and birthing fluids, the core problem of
the abject is not the horror of confronting the unclean, but that the abject challenges
male authority and social control. Modthryth’s character becomes a problem because
she not only refuses to play by the rules prescribed for her as a woman, but that in so
doing, she becomes an abject woman—one who not only operates outside status quo
social structures, but attacks them, challenging their legitimacy. Abjection gives
Modthryth a means of defending herself from objectification. In the larger sense,
abjection gives those who do not fit society’s expectations or conform to its rules a
way to prevent themselves from melting into meaninglessness. In particular, violent
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actions, as those undertaken by Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith, must be
given meaning (by the poets and by the other characters of the works) otherwise the
androcentric order of the poems and of the society that created them faces nothing
less than complete dissolution. The uncertainty of the abject can be perceived as
threatening and can be met with strong resistance by those with vested interests in the
status quo. The abject is, in some ways, necessary for maintaining control over social
norms as it stipulates that those who do not acquiesce to their prescribed roles be cast
out. Those who are abject can also effect change for the better for marginalized
groups. They can act, challenge, defend, and question. Residing outside prescribed
law, they continue to signify—a phenomenon that fills those within society with
horror.
As the scholars above have noted, one of the objections to the Modthryth
episode is its abrupt transition away from Beowulf’s homecoming. Francis Leneghan,
however, has noted that rapid shifts in subject matter are common in Old English
poetry. In fact, other digressions in the poem are introduced suddenly.8 In particular,
he cites the transition from Sigemund to Heremod at lines 900-901 and the return to
Beowulf as the subject at lines 913b-915.9 The difference between these transitions
and the Modthryth passage, however, is that the purpose for the former is clearer. A
contrast is being made between Beowulf and both Sigemund and Heremod: “Hē þǣr
eallum wearð” (“Just as he [Beowulf] had become to them”; Beowulf l. 913). Such a
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comparison is not stated so clearly when the narrator transitions between Hygd and
Modthryth, though one has been proposed.10 As scholars, we can always speculate
that abrupt transitions were more acceptable to an Anglo-Saxon audience or that the
Modthryth story was known to the audience of Beowulf; therefore, they were able to
“fill in the blanks” and make the purpose of the interlude clearer. I do not find
conjecture necessary to explain the unexpected shift from Hygd to Modthryth, nor the
seemingly “pointless” or “unmotivated” subject matter. The digression is essential to
the text and is digressive only in the sense that it interrupts and transgresses the main
narrative. As Adrien Bonjour has observed, the digressions of Beowulf
create a number of various links between different episodes and some
aspect of the main story … These links are extremely varied, some of
them very obvious and direct, others much more subtle and implicit—
but, however differing in degree, they are all so many links of
relevance that weave the main theme and its highly dramatic and
diversified background into an elaborate and impressive tapestry.11
Both in terms of structure and thematic content, the Modthryth passage and
Modthryth as a character present a momentary disruption in narrative and social order
that finds its expression in the processes of looking and being looked at as well as
descriptions of Modthryth as abject. Her connection to the main narrative is first and
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foremost presented as a contrast to the well-behaved Hygd, but she also conjures
memories of another highly disruptive and abject woman—Grendel’s mother.
Beginning with abjection on a narrative level, Modthryth pulls the audience’s
attention away from Hygd, who is wīs and wēlþungen (“wise” and “accomplished”;
Beowulf l. 1927); and in the larger narrative, she cuts Beowulf’s homecoming in half.
First the ship is moored and the treasure that Beowulf has gained is brought ashore (ll.
1917-1924). The story shifts to discuss Hygelac and Hygd, but their narrative strand
is interrupted by Modthryth’s story. Finally, we return to Beowulf disembarking from
the ship and walking to the hall (ll. 1963-1976). Thus, Modthryth interrupts two
narrative layers: Hygelac and Hygd’s appearance most immediately and Beowulf’s
homecoming more broadly. The passage signals a Kristevan abjection on a narrative
level, for she unsettles narrative structure at the same time as she is upsetting social
order, cutting into the story as she cuts into men’s bodies. Without a clear purpose for
the passage, such as the stated comparison of Beowulf to Sigemund and Heremod as
cited above or the framing of Hildeburh’s story as a poet singing a song in the hall,
we are left with an unsettling feeling as our attention is diverted away by the narrator
from heroic Beowulf and dutiful Hygd to murderous Modthryth:
næs hīo hnāh swā þēah,
nē tō gnēað ġifa

Ġēata lēodum,

māþmġestrēona.

Mōdþrȳðo wæġ,

Fremu, folces cwēn,

firen’ ondrysne. (Beowulf ll. 1929b-1932)
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She [Hygd] was not ungenerous, however, nor too sparing of gifts, of
treasures, to the people of the Geats. Modthryth, famous queen of the
people, carried out a terrible deed.
The shift from Hygd to Modthryth is abrupt and jarring. Likewise, the contrast
between the two women is stark. Hygd is generous and kind while Modthryth is
continually cruel and unjust. Rather than an explicit contrast as with other
oppositional narratives in the poem, the contrast with Hygd is implicit—urged by
proximity. Modthryth challenges the main narrative, pulling us away suddenly,
positioning herself “in-between,” introducing uncertainty and ambiguity. She stands
next to Hygd in a moment of stark contrast and while Modthryth is famous for
refusing to allow men to look at her, she also refuses our gaze as well. She stands in
juxtaposition with Hygd; yet, we are not allowed to cast a knowing gaze at Modthryth
since we do not know where she is from or even what name to call her.
The abject ambiguity of the passage is, perhaps, nowhere more evident than in
Modthryth’s name, which has been one of the most persistent debates in scholarship
on Modthryth. Is it a compound Mod/þryðo, meaning “arrogance” according to C. L.
Wrenn in his 1973 edition of Beowulf ?12 Is the name related to Cynethryth, the wife
of Offa II as suggested by the Fulk, Bjork, and Niles edition of Klaeber’s Beowulf ?13
Could it be Þryðo in the accusative, making the transition between Hygd and
Modthryth ‘Hygd contemplated the arrogant Þryð’—as posited by Mitchell and
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Robinson in their edition of Beowulf ? Fulk and his fellow editors have suggested
following E. Kock’s idea that the answer lies in taking Fremu as the proper name,
rendering the line “Fremu, the people’s queen, performed a terrible deed, was
arrogant.”15 However, that theory has not garnered much attention until more recently
when Fulk et al. suggested that the name Fremu offers certain grammatical
advantages over Modthryth, even going so far as to capitalize “Fremu” in their edition
(Beowulf l. 1932). Sisam sidesteps the issue by offering the suggestion that there may
be lines missing in which the queen was named and a clearer connection with Hygd
was made.16 Norman Eliason goes even further in avoiding the problem of naming the
arrogant queen by theorizing that there is no change of character at all. Instead, we
are meant to understand that Hygd was unruly when she was very young, and her
behavior curbed after being married to Offa, making her marriage to Hygelac her
second marriage.17 I find it highly unlikely that we are to understand Hygd as the
subject of the passage. If she is truly “very young” at the beginning of the passage,
she must have been extremely young when she was married to Offa and gave birth to
Eomer and younger still when she was having men killed in her father’s hall. There is
no indication in the text that Hygd is on her second marriage, nor that Modthryth ever
married someone other than Offa.
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The uncertainty over Modthryth’s identity reinforces the disruption of social
order. I have used the name Modthryth throughout this chapter and prefer that name
in my translation, as it has been the choice of the consensus of scholars. It is not the
goal of this thesis, however, to attempt to prove the validity of one name over
another. The reality is that both names present syntactical or grammatical problems.
The importance of the search for the correct name is not found in the name itself, but
in the necessary admission that the passage is multivalent and disruptive. Fremu, the
queen whose arrogance is manifest in the terrible deed she commits, and Modthryth
whose name signifies her arrogance and who achieves fame because of her crime are
both abject. They are arrogant because they deliberately and violently reject the
normative role that society has prescribed for them. While they certainly share
characteristics of arrogance, it is the indecisive nature of these two proposed identities
that makes the passage disturbing. Because the lines are unclear, as the summary
above demonstrates, Modthryth’s true identity is shadowy. She lurks, rather like
Grendel’s mother, in a space in which she is defined by the other people around her
(her father and Offa), the negative commentary on her actions in her father’s hall, and
later praise for her behavior in Offa’s hall. Like Grendel’s mother, Modthryth is a
non-speaking subject. She is not allowed to use the power of words, but must rely on
actions as her mode of communication. Even further, everything we know about her
is related by the narrator and by the innuendo that the men in her father’s hall are
talking about her. This is in direct contrast to Wealhtheow, who frequently uses the
imperative mood to urge the others around her to take actions that reaffirm the
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masculinity of the brotherhood of Hrothgar’s hall and maintain the proper patriarchal
order (urging Hrothgar to pass down his wealth and hall to relatives, for example,
instead of Beowulf). Despite her strong actions, Modthryth’s lack of a clear identity
and a voice keep her just out of reach.
As the passage proceeds, the abstract nature of narrative abjection becomes
more concrete as Modthryth’s strong-willed attitude and actions deviate from the
gender expectations of Anglo-Saxon society in which characters like Wealhtheow and
Hygd are praised for their dutiful obedience to their husbands. An influential study by
Gillian Overing examines Beowulf, particularly the women in Beowulf, not in terms
of “what the poem means—we have plenty of these [studies] already—but rather how
it means, and how the reader participates in the process of meaning construction.”18
How women in the poem signify, according to Overing, follow a pattern of
deflecting or redirecting desire away from death and thus affirm[ing]
its life-related qualities. Death seems to be a pervasive value in
Beowulf. The hero says, I will do x or I will die—and the notion [is]
that choice is heroic, inescapable, and reducible to simple binary
oppositions. Into this binary mode, the women drive a wedge of
ambiguity and paradox, providing a discomfiting but nonetheless
regenerative glimpse of genuine alterity.19
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Instead of participating in the heroic masculine dichotomy, women act as mediators
in the form of peaceweavers.20 Overing notes that peaceweavers are rarely successful
in Beowulf. In fact, “female failure is built into the system.”21 A prime example of
that failure is Hildeburh who loses both bearn and broðor (Beowulf l. 1074).
However, according to Overing,
[t]he trace of Hildeburh does not lurk passively, as the vision of a
failed peace-weaver impotently spinning and enmeshed in her own
web of paradox. The silence she creates affronts, forces a
confrontation with unresolvable ambiguity, declares paradox. This
woman … makes present the trace of the absence that is imposed upon
her: she images the lack that is defining her. Her silence is actively
experienced as an other desire that momentarily collapses the everforward momentum toward death of dominant desire.22
Hildeburh’s power to disturb, however, seems feeble when compared to Modthryth’s,
for her “rebellion constitutes a direct confrontation with the masculine symbolic order
of the poem.”23 Yet Overing’s analysis of Modthryth suggests that the episode may
not be entirely serious, and, in fact, it may edge on satire because in using masculine
violence to reject the masculine binary opposition, she highlights the foolishness of
androcentric society and herself.24 While Modthryth does not succeed in dismantling
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masculine society, she, like Hildeburh, “offers a silent declaration of paradox; she
reveals the trace of something that we know cannot exist in the world of the poem:
the trace of a woman signifying in her own right.”25
Recently Mary Dockray-Miller has suggested that Modthryth has more
agency than scholars, particularly Klaeber, Sisam, and Overing, have previously
assumed. Dockray-Miller applies the gender performance theories of Judith Butler to
the Modthryth digression to prove that in Beowulf, “action, rather than biological sex,
is the determinant of gender” and that “Modthryth, though female, is ultimately
masculine since she wields power in the same way that Beowulf does.”26 Despite
being called a cwen and freoðuwebbe, Modthryth “has constructed a masculine
gender for herself. She acts, within the textually constructed world of Beowulf, like a
man … [by taking] violent, authoritative, and powerful action.”27 Her deviation from
the gender expectations prescribed for her by society is the reason she is abject—an
unhealthy member of the community who must either be ritually cleansed or exiled
from the community. Dockray-Miller suggests that Modthryth’s “taming” is not, in
fact, a “taming of the shrew” motif whereby a male suitor or husband curbs the unruly
behavior of a woman. Instead, she analyzes the ambiguity of the marriage exchange
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with Offa, positing that Modthryth’s father did not give an “order” (lāre) that
Modthryth marry Offa, but instead gave Modthryth “advice” about the marriage,
which places more emphasis on the idea that Modthryth gesohte Offa’s hall actively.29
Modthryth also does not pass drink around the hall as do other queens—Wealhtheow
in particular. Instead, she is seated on a throne (gumstōle) in a position not defined in
relation to her husband; instead, it is a space that she inhabits on her own.30 Lastly,
not only does Modthryth marry, but she also bears an heir who transitions
successfully to her husband’s throne, which Dockray-Miller theorizes is due to the
idea that not only does their son Eomer have a father in Offa, but Modthryth herself is
a masculine figure, a phallic mother, who violently defends herself and sits enthroned
in her husband’s hall.31 No other son in the poem that we are told about survives a
significant length of time on his father’s throne—Wealhtheow’s sons are killed by
their cousin, Hildeburh’s son is killed, and Hygd’s son Heardred is killed by the
Swedes. All three women try to bring about peace and protect their sons by giving
advice and mitigating violence, but all three fall victim to masculine violence,
whereas Modthryth uses that very violence to her own advantage.
That Modthryth succeeds in protecting her son while the other major female
characters fail suggests that she embraces value placed on assertive deeds in early
medieval Northern cultures. In her essay “Regardless of Sex,” Carol Clover focuses
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on gender in Scandinavian sources. The theory suggests that gender is not a binary
in medieval literature as some theorists and scholars have conceived of it in previous
decades; instead, in early medieval Northern literatures, and more generally, gender is
viewed as a continuum. There is only one, a masculine, gender, but a person may be
strong (violent and authoritative), or weak (non-violent, dependent upon others). The
strong end of the spectrum is most often associated with those who are biologically
male, while the weak end is most often associated with those who are biologically
female.33 However, a woman may be strong and a man may be weak. Furthermore, a
woman who is strong does not automatically commit firen’ ondrysne—as I will
demonstrate in chapter 4 with a study of Judith; rather, a woman may be praised
simultaneously for her violent actions and for her biologically female body. By acting
authoritatively, Modthryth moves toward the strong, therefore masculine, end of the
spectrum.
While Modthryth’s violent actions certainly make her a masculine figure, she
is also made more masculine by association. There are two words used to describe
Modthryth and the actions that are brought about by her, either directly or by her
command, which connect her with another strong figure of the poem: mundgripe and
handġewriþene—terms also used to describe Beowulf. While handġewriþen means
‘hand-woven’ or ‘hand-twisted’, the word wriþen is used to describe how Beowulf
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“twists” Grendel (Beowulf ll. 963-964)—a feat that he famously undertakes “by
hand.” Furthermore, mundgripe is used three times. In describing Beowulf’s great
strength, the narrator states that “hē þrītiġes / manna mæġencræft on his mundgripe /
heaþorōf hæbbe” (“he had the strength of thirty men in his handgrip”; ll. 379b-381a).
Later the narrator makes a similar claim about Beowulf’s strength from Grendel’s
point of view: “hē ne mētte middanġeardes, / earþan scēata on elran men mundripe
māran” (“he never met in the regions of the world and middle-earth another man with
a stronger handgrip”; ll. 751-753a). Finally, Beowulf relies on his “handgrip” in his
fight with Grendel’s mother: “strenġe ġetruwode, / mundripe mæġenes” ‘[he] trusted
[his] strength, handgrip of might’ (ll. 1533b-1534a). When referring to Beowulf,
these words pose little difficulty for translators and critics. Yet, Dockray-Miller has
brought to light contrasting translations when such words are used to describe
Modthryth. Suddenly, the words are treated more figuratively. Klaeber suggests that
we are not to understand that handġewriþen refers to Modthryth forging the bonds
herself, but instead should refer to her manipulation of events. He also suggests that
the mundgripe should be understood as “seized” or “arrested” rather than any literal
handgrip.34 Dockray-Miller is of the opinion that these words should be taken literally
and that they are used only in reference to Modthryth and not an unnamed or assumed
third party. In this case, Modthryth is performing masculinity, not in the sense that
she is male, but that she is in the strong, therefore masculine, spectrum. The words
used to describe the actions of the digression for which Modthryth is held responsible
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by the narrator are also used to describe the main character of the poem when he is
undertaking his most violent and authoritative deeds.
No time is wasted in introducing Modthryth as a less-than-perfect woman. We
are told that she is fremu “famous,” or perhaps “infamous,” “arrogant,” and that she
has carried out a firen’ ondrysne “terrible deed” (Beowulf l. 1932). She wields power
over life and death in her father’s hall:
Nǣniġ þæt dorste
swǣsra ġesīða,

dēor ġenēþan
nefne sinfrēa,

þæt hire an dæġes

ēagum starede,

ac him wælbende

weotode tealde

handgġewriþene;

hraþe seoþðan wæs

æfter mundgripe

mēċe ġeþinġed,

þæt hit sceādenmǣl

scȳran mōste,

cwealmbealu cȳðan. (ll. 1933-1940a)
No one brave of dear retainers dared to venture, except a great lord,
that by day [one] looked at her with [his] eyes [or into her eyes], but
was considered deadly bonds in store for him, hand-woven; quickly
after being seized a sword was appointed, a pattern-welded sword
must settle it, make known [its] mortal attack.
No retainers in the hall, “except a great lord,” may gaze at Modthryth. If a man does
attempt to look at her, he will be seized and bound with handwoven restraints, then
attacked with a sword, presumably beheaded. As summarized above, Gillian Overing,
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among other scholars, has identified this passage as a male gaze moment, or more
precisely, a rejection of the male gaze moment. Yet, to what extent can we state that
the male gaze exists in Old English literature? Certainly, Old English poetry does not
feature as blatant a male gaze motif as do later French and Middle English romances.
There is, however, precedence for a male gaze trope in Latin literature. In Ovid’s
Metamorphosis, Actaeon, the hunter, stumbles upon Diana bathing in the forest.
When he gazes upon Diana, she becomes angry and, dousing his head with water,
turns him into a stag. The hunter then becomes the hunted (III ll. 155-252).35 Ovid’s
Medusa also inverts the male gaze by turning to stone anyone who looks at her,
rendering male bodies into a natural element of the earth just as bodies return to the
earth upon death (IV ll. 740-804). Likewise, the anger of Modthryth turns warriors
into victims of violence. Those men who would seek social, political, and sexual
control are dominated by the fear that the female body of Modthryth could cause
them to be killed, which is why Modthryth must be either controlled by a man or
somehow placated.
While Modthryth presents a reversal of the controlling gaze, Wealhtheow is
an excellent example of a woman who is put on display in the hall. Twice she enters
the male-dominated hall and holds the attention of the retainers, graciously passing
the mead cup (Beowulf ll. 612b-641, 1162b-1232a). It is, in a sense, her job to be
shown, to be put on display, to pass the ritual cup around the hall as a symbol of the
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community or, in Laura Mulvey’s words, “to connote to-be-looked-at-ness.” Her
first entrance into the hall comes at a contentious moment. Unferth and Beowulf have
just exchanged heated words when Wealhtheow steps into the spotlight, easing the
tension by passing the ritual cup and subtly encouraging Beowulf’s heroic boast. She
demands attention. She directs Beowulf’s gaze toward herself. She submits to the
gaze because, as a female body on the weak side of the spectrum, she needs
protection—for herself and her children. Tacitus, for example, relates the story in
Germania that the households of Germanic warriors would accompany them to the
battlefield and that in one particular battle the women “rallied [the German battle
line], urgently entreating the men to fight on, baring their breasts and crying out that
their captivity was at hand” (60-61)37 The sight of the women and mothers baring
their breasts—uncovering their female, therefore weak, bodies—inspires the men to
fight harder, to protect, and to claim those who are dependent upon them. While this
gaze, and the gaze of the men upon Wealhtheow, is not erotically charged, it does
reinforce the idea that the men are the controllers of the gaze and that a woman
should welcome, even encourage, the gaze as a means to gain protection.
A problem arises when trying to fit Modthryth into the Wealhtheow model of
queenship. If Modthryth is the daughter of a lord when she commits firen’ ondrysne,
a reading of the digression that seems to have the widest consensus and the one that I
prefer, she would not be expected to perform the same ritual acts as Wealhtheow.
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Since it is not required of her to bear the cup, she should not be the center of attention
in the hall. Wealhtheow, and any married queen for that matter, is wed to a man.
When Wealhtheow passes among the retainers, she may be visually objectified, but
not physically possessed. Such a situation should be true of Modthryth’s mother who,
instead, is completely absent from the passage. Though attached to her father,
Modthryth is not married; thus, she is a ready subject for unwanted attention—a gaze
of sexual objectification. Without a female model, she may not know or accept that
she should be a visual object for the men in the hall. Instead, in a masculine
environment, she claims for herself the right to consider it offensive, according to
Anglo-Saxon culture, for one person of a masculine gender to objectify another.38
As Dockray-Miller has shown, Modthryth is later given a place of power in
Offa’s hall. She sits on a throne, and she gives gifts as would be expected of an
authority figure. Both Hygd and Wealhtheow, for example, are said to give gifts
(Beowulf ll. 1192-1196, 1930). The narrator states that Modthryth now does “good
deeds,” but we are not told exactly what those deeds are. It would seem that
Modthryth is now “tamed,” that she has given up protecting her body with violence
and has submitted to her husband’s control. Yet, Modthryth is not depicted as passing
the ritual mead cup. Though this would not have been expected of her in her father’s
hall, it would be a central part of her social function in the hall of her husband.
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Michael J. Enright explores the vital importance of the cup-bearing ritual. The
queen who distributes mead is solidifying her husband’s “lordship, hierarchy, and
disparity of rank” of the retainers in the hall.39 Furthermore,
[t]he king’s wife or chief wife, the queen if she has been formally
recognized as such, is more than just a hostess who dispenses drink;
rather, she functions in the hall as women do in society where they act
as binders between families who create and embody alliances in order
to fashion friendship or restore peace between feuding groups.40
As the daughter of a lord, however, Modthryth is a prime candidate for a politically
convenient marriage. Yet, she seems to have no interest in being part of such a system
of exchange in the beginning of the passage, to the extent that she refuses even to be
looked at by men in the hall. This refusal is essentially a refusal to be an object.
However, her refusal to be an object and instead to be an active subject is not only a
refusal of the system of male exchange of female bodies, but a direct threat to such a
system. Thus, Modthryth chooses to act violently—she becomes a killer, a willfully
disobedient woman. The result is that because she defies the rules, she must be
abjected for society to remain healthy. She is advised to leave her father’s hall, which
in itself would not be considered unique or radical since it was common for highborn
women to be given away in political marriages, necessitating their leaving home.
However, in this case, Modthryth’s being given away is even more significant since

39

Michael J. Enright, Lady with a Mead Cup: Ritual, Prophecy, and Lordship in the European
Warband From La Tène to the Viking Age (Portland: Four Courts Press, 1996) 16.
40
Enright 34.

40
for her to stay in her father’s hall would mean only more dead bodies and more fear.
As Mulvey reminds us, the gaze that attempts to make the woman into an object of
desire can also manifest itself in fear of the female body:
But in psychoanalytic terms, the female figure poses a deeper problem.
She also connotes something that the look continually circles around
but disavows: her lack of a penis, implying the threat of castration and
hence unpleasure. Ultimately, the meaning of woman is sexual
difference, the visually ascertainable absence of the penis, the material
evidence on which is based the castration complex essential for the
organization of entrance to the symbolic order and the law of the
father. Thus the woman as icon, displayed for the gaze and enjoyment
of men, the active controllers of the look, always threatens to evoke
the anxiety it originally signified.41
Modthryth does not simply threaten castration and “unpleasure,” rather, she enacts it
seemingly without any objection by her father and perhaps even with his permission.
Instead of encouraging peace in her father’s hall, she has men bound with wælbende
“deadly bonds” and killed with a pattern-welded blade (Beowulf ll. 1936-1939). She
castrates in the sense that by having men killed, she is threatening the symbolic order
in a very real way. She who is supposed to be an object of male desire and a symbol
of the unity of brotherhood is instead making her father’s hall—the symbol of male
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community—impotent by murdering retainers who would have been charged with
protecting it.
Symbolically, Modthryth emasculates her father’s hall, not only by killing
men, but by making the remaining men fear her. Barbara Creed in The MonstrousFeminine, a study of monstrous women in modern horror films, examines two aspects
of castration anxiety. The first is the Freudian view that the menace comes from the
father who threatens to castrate the son because of the son’s desire for his mother.42
Though little is said of Modthryth’s father, this theory may be applied here. Her
father, then, would be responsible for actually binding the men and beheading them
because of his jealous guarding of Modthryth. The problem, however, is that the poet
places responsibility for the “terrible deed” directly on Modthryth: “Ne bið swylċ
cwēnliċ þēaw / idese tō efnanṇẹ, þēah ðe hīo ǣnlicu sȳ” (“Such is not a queenly
custom for a woman to do, even though she is beautiful”; Beowulf l. 1932b). Creed
herself revises Freud’s theory. She posits that in horror films, it is not the castrating
father that sells movie tickets, but the terror of the “femme castratrice, a female figure
who exists in the discourses of myth, legend, religion and art”—the woman who
upsets the symbolic order, the law, by violently removing the symbol of power, in
this case the male community of the hall.43 In her symbolic castration, Modthryth
causes blood to flow. She creates, either herself or by her command, the sign of
ultimate abjection—the corpse of the male warrior. He who made a career of killing
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has been rendered completely impotent and powerless. He who once fought to
establish a territory, a home, a kingdom from both enemies and the wild landscape
finds that he cannot fight to keep his body from decomposing in the earth. The
symbolic castration extends beyond the individual, however, and threatens the
androcentric body politic with its destruction as well.
Corpses are littered throughout Beowulf. After all, the poem begins and ends
with funerals. However, there are three instances in which corpses cross the line from
being mourned loved ones whose bodies are burned on a pyre to strong symbols of
abjection. The first is Grendel’s body—twice dismembered by Beowulf and put on
display to the awe of the community in the hall. The second is Æschere whose body
is taken by Grendel’s mother and whose head is displayed at the foot of a cliff, a
scene that will be discussed further in chapter 3. The third is the severed bodies that
Modthryth creates. Unlike the previous two examples, the corpses created by
Modthryth are not shown. Instead, the narrator describes the handwoven bonds and
the flash of a sword. The focus on actions takes Modthryth from the realm of object
to active subject, though, based on the indirect nature of lines 1937b-1940a, she may
not be holding the sword, she still appropriates male authority, and by so doing,
decides men’s fates. Helen Damico has asserted that in this role, Modthryth is part of
the ides tradition that is related to the Norse valkyries. She places particular emphasis
on the seizure of men:
Although the environment is courtly and the queen a freoðuwebbe
“peace-weaver,” Modthryth’s weaving of slaughter-bonds is
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reminiscent of the weaving of chains and twisting of shackles in which
the idisi [Old English ides and Old Norse dís] of the Merseburg Charm
engage, and the paralytic state that grips her victim is analogous to the
terror that the idisi generate in theirs.44
Both groups—valkyries and ides—“function as arrangers of destinies and
intermediaries between men and the deity.”45 This places Modthryth in a position of
great power within her father’s hall, especially since her father seems to be
completely absent until he advises her to marry Offa.
Despite similarities between the valkyrie/idisi tradition and Modthryth, there
is no indication in the text that she is a “half-mortal, half-supernatural being” as the
idisi are in Old Norse and Old High German sources.46 In fact, the narrator repeatedly
disparages what Modthryth is doing for
Ne bið swylċ cwēnliċ þēaw
idese tō efnanṇẹ,
þætte freoðuwebbe
æfter liġetorne

þēah ðe hīo ǣnlicu sȳ,
fēores onsǣċe
lēofne mannan. (Beowulf ll. 1940a-1943)

Such is not a queenly custom for a woman to do, even though she is
beautiful, that a peace-weaver deprive a dear man of life for a
pretended insult.
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By speaking of queenly behavior, a more ready source for understanding Modthryth’s
firen’ ondrysne may be contrasting her actions with the behavior of Wealhtheow who
is said to be “duguþe ond ġeogoþe” (“queenly and dignified”; l. 621a). Certainly there
are spectacularly violent acts carried out in Heorot. However, Wealhtheow does not
perform them. When she welcomes Beowulf to Heorot by passing him the mead cup,
we are told that she gives thanks to God that someone has come to stop Grendel’s
violent attacks (ll. 625-628a). Beowulf then gives her his heroic boast, telling her that
he will kill Grendel or die in the attempt (ll. 632-648). While Wealhtheow does not
take direct action herself to rid the hall of Grendel, she is able to use the power of
words and rituals to legitimize violent actions and bend circumstances to her liking—
subtly admonishing Hrothgar, for example, when he states that he would like to adopt
Beowulf as a son (ll. 1175-1180a). While speech is certainly a valuable asset, greater
emphasis is placed on deeds. In his exchange with Unferth, for example, Beowulf sets
himself apart by making it clear that he is a man of action while Unferth is a man of
words (ll. 530-532a, 583b-597).
Unlike Wealhtheow who fluctuates between speaking object (receiving the
boast) and speaking subject (giving advice), Modthryth is a non-speaking subject. Her
words are not quoted directly nor is she reported using words at all. Instead, all of the
narrator’s focus is on her actions. In contrast to Wealhtheow who is a legitimizer
rather than a doer of violence, Modthryth is the sole person carrying out or ordering
directly that violence be used against men in the hall and the only person who
legitimizes her actions, especially since her father is absent from the narrative until he
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advises her to marry. She is, essentially, attempting to inhabit two roles at once—she
both causes and legitimizes violence whereas in Heorot those roles are divided
between the actant (Beowulf) and the ritual approver (Wealhtheow). Unlike the
symbols of Grendel’s fragmented body put on display at Heorot, the fragmented male
bodies that Modthryth creates are hinted at, but hidden from view, considered by the
narrator to be symbols of crime and shame and evidence of her monstrousness.
Modthryth is abject because she carries out premeditated crimes against
society. These crimes are not warranted since any offense is said to exist only in
Modthryth’s mind. It is a liġetorne “pretended insult” (l. 1943b). She is responsible
for a “great effusion of blood,” fragmented bodies, corpses, and a weakening of the
law.47 She is a purveyor of death, which is the ultimate abjection since “the corpse,
the most sickening of wastes, is a border that has encroached upon everything. It is no
longer I who expel. ‘I’ is expelled.”48 Kristeva explains that the expulsory functions
of the body—vomiting, urinating, and defecating—“show me what I permanently
thrust aside in order to live. Such wastes drop so that I might live.”49 By removing the
things that would cause the body to become diseased, the body is able to remain
healthy. Without such a loss, the body will fail and the self will be lost. Like waste,
Modthryth functions as a disease, a decay, that is literally killing her father’s hall,
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castrating his power, condemning his authority. She is a disease of the body politic. If
the hall is to live, she cannot remain there. Indeed,
ealodrincende

ōðer sǣdan,

þæt hīo lēodbealẹwa
inwitnīða,

lǣs ġefremede,

(s)yððan ǣrest wearð

ġyfen goldhroden
æðelum dīore,
ofer fealone flōd

ġeongum cempan,
syððan hīo Offan flet
be fæder lāre

sīðe ġesōhte. (Beowulf ll. 1948-1951a)
Ale-drinkers said something else, that she did fewer great afflictions,
hostile acts, after she was given, gold-adorned, to the young warrior,
the beloved prince, when she over the pale sea sought on a voyage
Offa’s hall according to her father’s bidding.
There are two important points contained in this passage. The first is that once
Modthryth has crossed a border, described as the “pale sea,” she is no longer a threat.
Her physical removal from the hall and across the liminal border of the sea, though
seemingly not against her will, serves to restore order in her father’s hall. That does
not mean, however, that she is completely reconciled with patriarchal society. While
the poem does praise her amended behavior in the following lines, here we read that
she did lēodbealẹwa lǣs “less of” or “fewer great afflictions,” than she had done
previously. Secondly, this passage makes it clear that ale-drinkers had been speaking
of Modthryth’s behavior, perhaps spreading rumors or making jokes. While
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Modthryth is not allowed to speak, the ale-drinkers are reported as speaking about
her. Thelma Fenster and Daniel Lord Small have written on the importance of speech
acts in medieval Europe. They write that
given that personal reputation and the talk about it were probably the
most conspicuous sorts of fama, medieval fama can be conceived of as
a general impression that is inseparable from its embodiment in talk.
Regarding a person, therefore, fama is the public talk that continually
adjusts honor and assigns rank or standing as the individual grows up,
engages in such publicly performed acts as marriage, takes up offices
or other public duties, wins or loses legal or physical contests, and
begins to decline.50
In Anglo-Saxon England, Alfred the Great legislated against slander, or that which
would injure one’s fama: “Gif mon folclēasunge gewyrce, ond hīo on hine geresp
weorðe, mid nānum lēohtran ðinge gebēte þonne him mon ācēorfe þā tungon of þæt
hīe mon nā undeorran weorðe mōste lesan, ðonne hīe mon bē þām were geēahtige”
(“If anyone utters a public slander and it is proved against him, he shall make amends
on no lighter terms than the excision of his tongue, [with the provision that] it shall
not be ransomed at a cheaper price than [its value], estimated according to the
[man’s] wergeld”; Alfred 32).51 The talk of the men against Modthryth represents a
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very real injury. Their speech shapes her identity and her reputation. While her
primary motivation for killing men is to stave off the gaze, she is also punishing those
who are talking about her. The potential for a continued feud between the
gazers/speakers and Modthryth would have been detrimental for the community
since, as stated above, the woman of the hall is meant to diffuse heated debates over
fama, as Wealhtheow does between Unferth and Beowulf, and Modthryth has no
intention of submitting to visual or verbal slights.
Offa’s hall could well have represented a new start for her—a place where she
could reclaim her reputation and attempt to gain authority in a different way. Thus,
this could explain the paradox that Dockray-Miller considers—that her father
counseled her to go because as an abject woman she could not stay in her father’s
hall. Yet, she also “sought” Offa’s hall where
hīo syððan well
in gumstōle,
līfġesceafta

gōde mǣre,
lifiġende brēac,

hīold hēahlufan
ealles moncynnes
þone sēlestan

wið hæleþa brego,
mīne ġefrǣġe
bī sǣm twēonum,

Eormencynnes. (Beowulf ll. 1951b-1957a)
She afterwards, rightly living, enjoyed [her] life on the throne, glorious
for her good deeds, held high love toward the lord of the warriors as I
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have heard tell, the best of all mankind, of human kind, between the
two seas.
Modthryth occupies a place of power in gumstōle (literally “on the man-seat”) instead
of passing the mead cup and thereby ritualizing and strengthening the comitatus in the
manner of Wealhtheow. Her position in the seating order of the hall is further
evidence of her continued existence outside the prescribed rules of her role as queen.
As Dockray-Miller observes, Modthryth’s position on the throne is a continued
example of her power.52 We are not told that Offa sits on a throne, despite the high
praise that the narrator pays him. Even in Heorot, Wealhtheow does not sit on a
throne exactly, but goes “tō hire frēan sittan” (“to sit next to her lord”; Beowulf l.
641). Her position, role, and identity are described in relation to her husband whereas
Modthryth has a proper throne of her own, which does not need to be portrayed in a
position beside her husband to convey her authority. When Wealhtheow acts as a
speaking subject, she gives advice to Hrothgar, which apparently places her in a
position to co-rule with him, though she is still socially subordinate. Though Æschere
is said to be Hrothgar’s most trusted advisor, we do not see him acting in that
capacity. Within the frame of the poem, Wealhtheow is the person who gives the
aging Hrothgar the most counsel. However, one of the most important suggestions
that Wealhtheow makes to Hrothgar comes with serious consequences for their sons.
When Hrothgar declares that he would like to adopt Beowulf, the narrator afterward
suggests that sometime in the future, there will be betrayal and feuding in Hrothgar’s

52

Dockray-Miller par. 46.

50
kingdom. Taken together with other allusions to the future destruction of Heorot, the
consensus among scholars is that Hrothgar’s nephew, Hrothulf, will take the throne
from Hrothgar’s sons (l. 177). Thus, when Wealhtheow later urges Hrothgar to
remember their sons and tells him of her own confidence in Hrothulf, the tragic
results of this decision are already known. Her kind words about Hrothulf are not
enough to prevent future violence toward their sons and possibly herself.
Modthryth and Offa appear to share a co-ruling relationship as Wealhtheow
and Hrothgar do. However, joint rulership is expressed differently in the Modthryth
digression—it is not determined by speech, but by position. “Maxims I” is a reminder
that it would be expected of a wife to “him ræd witan” “to give him [the husband]
advice” (l. 91).53 However, Modthryth, again, is denied speech, as is Offa. Thus, the
narrator does not demonstrate that Modthryth fulfills her expected role as an advisor.
Even more curious is the fact that the narrator does not mention that Modthryth gives
advice (without quoting her speech directly), despite her adherence to other wifely
duties prescribed by “Maxims I,” such as loving her husband and giving gifts. The
only possible reference to advice in the passage is the phrase wīsdōme hēold. It
would, however, be a stretch to interpret the line as meaning “[Offa] ruled with
wisdom [from Modthryth]” since Modthryth was dropped as a subject four lines
previously (Beowulf l. 1959b). Instead, Modthryth inhabits a symbolic place of power
on the throne while Offa is said to hēold (‘rule’, in the singular) his homeland (l.
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1959b). Offa’s power and fame is described as having a more outward, territorial
focus. He is the best “between two seas” (l. 1956b). He fights wars and he rules his
territory (ll. 1958a, 1960a). In contrast, Modthryth’s power has been more focused on
her actions or position within a hall. She sits on her own throne, not on a seat next to
her husband. Thus, it would be expected that she attempt to wield authority on her
own as well. While her behavior has been “checked,” she has not been “tamed”
completely; she still performs acts of her own accord, though they are now “good
deeds” carried out from the ultimate place of power in the Anglo-Saxon hall (l. 1952).
The shadowy nature of the Modthryth digression and her problematic
behavior have caused this important female figure to be only rarely addressed in
major studies. However, by examining issues of the rejection of the male gaze and
elements of female abjection, we move closer to understanding how she relates to the
poem as a whole. Her behavior contrasts strongly with the queenly behavior of both
Wealhtheow and Hygd. She violently rejects objectification by the men in her father’s
hall. Even after her actions are amended in Offa’s hall, she continues to challenge
appropriate expressions of power. Her fragmentation of male bodies, her creation of
corpses, make her an abject figure who challenges the comitatus, the body politic.
Though she stops killing men once she is married to Offa, she does not relinquish
power, sitting without the presence of her husband enthroned, literally raised above
the men in the hall on a dais, rather than passing the ritual mead cup. The disruptive
nature of Modthryth’s actions and the Modthryth digression as a whole divert
attention from a high moment in the narrative—Beowulf’s homecoming and a
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description of Hygelac and Hygd. Overing writes, “the jolt in the narrative that she
provides is just enough to make us think, as we watch the gracious temperate Hygd
obediently performing her womanly duties, that one never knows.”54 Indeed, the
abject does not politely knock at the hall door requesting to be let in. The abject is a
fear that lurks, an unknown that hovers ready at any time to burst in and challenge
previously held assumptions, refusing to be an object, and confronting the law.
Modthryth, in her interruption of the narrative and rejection of male desire, is just
such an abjection.
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CHAPTER III

GRENDEL’S MOTHER: ABJECTING THE ARCHAIC MOTHER

Among the violent women of Old English literature, Grendel’s mother has
perhaps received the most scholarly attention, yet she has not always been included in
influential studies of Beowulf. J. R. R. Tolkien barely mentions her in his iconic essay
“Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics.”1 Even among the increasing number of
studies on the women of Beowulf, she does not always find a place. Gillian Overing,
for example, has “
chosen not to discuss Grendel’s mother separately precisely because
she is not quite human, or, rather, she has her own particular brand of
otherness; her inhuman affiliation and propensities make it hard to
distinguish between what is monstrous and what is female—a
complication I considered less than useful to my argument.2
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While it is a scholarly impulse to categorize—human/inhuman, woman/man,
mother/warrior—Grendel’s mother’s ambiguous nature defies that very process. In
that sense, she does not fit readily into any category, but remains outside and inbetween, both One and Other. Her violent actions vacillate between culturally
acceptable vengeance on behalf of a loved one and culturally transgressive violence
carried out by a woman. Likewise, her hall is eerily similar to Hrothgar’s Heorot; yet
while his hall is elevated on a hill, a symbol of community, Grendel’s mother’s abode
defies nature and twists the natural world into its opposite. As a threat to the
patriarchal law contained in Heorot and as a woman who combines the roles of
matriarch and violent avenger, the danger of Grendel’s mother is the threat of the
abject—the rupture of physical and cultural borders. By moving between defined
categories of human/monster, mother/warrior, woman/man, mentioned above,
Grendel’s mother upsets the reestablishment of order in Heorot. She constantly
frustrates attempts to transform her from an unseen menace into an objectified
woman. As an abject character, she is a disruptive force that upsets the boundaries, as
defined by tenth-century Anglo-Saxon culture, originally enacted to contain the threat
of the abject.
As explicated in the introduction, Kristeva conceives of the abject as a border.
The skin, for example, is the border of the body that is crossed, at times, by the refuse
of the body. She theorizes further that the things we fear, that cause horror, are those
that defy not only physical borders, such as the body, but social borders as well. In
androcentric cultures, the power of the patriarchy is found in its ability to control
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meaning and enact the categories of subject and object. Between the two is a
boundary—a person cannot be both subject and object at once, but certain people are
able to cross from one to another (young boys, for example, grow into the subject
position).3 Kristeva writes of this division, “a border between the sexes, a separation
between feminine and masculine as foundation for the organization that is ‘clean and
proper’, ‘individual’, and, one thing leading to another, signifiable, legislatable,
subject to law and morality.”4 However, the abject is that which refuses to be one or
the other, that which lives “on the fragile border (borderline cases) where identities
(subject/object, etc.) do not exist or only barely so—double, fuzzy, heterogeneous,
animal, metamorphosed, altered, abject,” or in this case “unnatural.”5 By taking
violent vengeance on the community at Heorot, Grendel’s mother crosses physical
and cultural borders—from the watery mere to Heorot and back again, from grieving
mother to violent avenger, from woman to man, from life to death. As such, she
threatens the community with abjection. She forces Hrothgar, Beowulf, and their men
to venture into physical and psychological places where their carefully crafted
conceptions of the proper order of the world are severely challenged.
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The Beowulf-poet’s introduction of Grendel’s mother is one of the most
contested moments of her narrative as it introduces complications regarding her
motives, critical interpretations of her character, and her origins. The men in Heorot
fall asleep after celebrating Beowulf’s victory over Grendel only to find themselves
being attacked again: “Þæt ġesȳne wearþ, / wīdcūþ werum, þætte wrecend þā ġȳt /
lifde æfter lāþum, lange þrāge, / æfter gūðċeare” (“That became evident / widely
known by the men, that an avenger still lived with grievances, a long time, / after the
grievous strife”; Beowulf ll. 1255b-1258a). The narrator does not specify initially that
the “avenger” is a woman.
The conflation between her female body and her role as avenger is the first
major introduction to Grendel’s mother: “Grendles mōdor, / ides āglǣċwīf yrmþe
ġemunde, / sē þe wætereġesan wunian scolde, / ċealde strēamas, siþðan Cāin wearð /
tō ecgbanan āngan brēþer, / fæderenmǣġe” (“Grendel’s mother, / formidable woman
thought of [her] misery, / who had to inhabit awful water, / cold currents, after Cain
came / toward his only brother, [his] father’s son, a slayer with a sword”; ll.1258b1263a). The avenger has now become a mother, a woman, and a formidable one at
that. However, the masculine gender of the relative pronoun does not reflect the
female sex of the mōdor/ides nor the grammar of feminine nouns. Similar
grammatical gender confusion occurs at lines 1392b, 1394b, and 1497b—pronouns or
relative pronouns referring to Grendel’s mother are grammatically masculine rather
than feminine. R. D. Fulk, Robert E. Bjork, and John D. Niles, as well as Renée R.
Trilling, have observed that there are other instances of mismatched grammatical

57
6

gender in Beowulf. For example, the feminine noun hand/hond is twice referred to
using the masculine pronoun, once in reference to Æschere and once to Beowulf (ll.
1887, 2421). Bruce Mitchell in Old English Syntax asserts that such discrepancies
represent “the triumph of sex over gender.”7 Trilling suggests that Mitchell’s
argument of “sex over gender” cannot be as easily applied to Grendel’s mother.
Instead, “the substitution of a masculine pronoun for a physically feminine body [and
noun] can be understood as the triumph of gender over sex, and when grammar
replaces or attempts to alter nature, something very significant is taking place.”8
The passage is certainly a curious one. Many scholars have examined the
contradiction between the avenger/woman as a deliberate transgression against
Anglo-Saxon gender roles. Jane Chance writes that in Beowulf, for example, “the idea
is stressed that a kinswoman or mother must passively accept and not actively avenge
the loss of her son.”9 She cites Wealhtheow and Hildeburh, two women who bookend
the episode with Grendel’s mother, as examples of ideal mothers who choose to lobby
for peace rather than take violent actions themselves.10 According to Chance,
Grendel’s mother “behaves monstrously in only one way. It is monstrous for a mother
to ‘avenge’ her son as if she were a retainer, he were her lord, and avenging more
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important than peace making.” The contradiction between Grendel’s mother’s
masculine behavior and her female body places her outside the realms of “natural”
and “right” according to the male community of the hall, where women are valued for
being peaceweavers who pass mead around the hall, not for carrying out acts of
violence themselves.
However, the use of the terms “monster” and “monstrous” pose difficulties
when applied to Grendel’s mother due to continued misinterpretations. Christine
Alfano and Jana K. Schulman have both examined discrepancies in translations of
descriptive terms relating to Grendel’s mother and the original Old English text.12 An
example of an exaggerated translation can be found in Seamus Heaney’s popular
translation of Beowulf. Rather than translating āglǣċwīf in its more literal sense as
“formidable woman,” Heaney chooses to create an imaginative, though misleading,
translation of the word as “monstrous hell-bride” (Heaney l. 1259). Both Alfano and
Schulman oppose such creative translations because they falsely portray Grendel’s
mother as a literal, physical monster rather than a human woman. Such portrayals are
unfortunate because they prejudice a modern audience against sympathetic
interpretations of Grendel’s mother as a grieving mother, like Hildeburh.13 While
Hildeburh is, in her own way, abject—outside a community, lacking in friends or
close family, Grendel’s mother is not just outside of the community, but she is a
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direct threat to it. So little is known about her, she has the “form” of a woman, but no
name of her own. She is a monster, but only in the sense that she is perceived as such.
Isidore of Seville writes of monsters, “portent esse Varro ait quae contra naturam nata
videntur: sed non sunt contra naturam, quia divina voluntate fiunt, cum voluntas
Creatoris cuiusque conditae rei natura sit … Portentum ergo fit non contra naturam,
sed contra quam est nota natura” (“Varro says that portents [monsters] are persons
who seem to have been born contrary to nature, but they are not contrary to nature
because they [are] made by divine will, since the nature of everything is made by the
will of the Creator. A portent, therefore, is not contrary to nature, but against what
nature is thought to be”; Etymologiae XI.III).14 Grendel’s mother is not a monster in
and of herself; she is made into a monster by a community that has decided she is an
unfamiliar outsider whose family is a threat to their existence.
What is also “monstrous” about Grendel’s mother is not her literal physical
form, but her behavior, which reaches beyond the boundaries of appropriate behavior
for an Anglo-Saxon woman.15 This “formidable woman” mounts a raid of vengeance
upon the inhabitants of Heorot. Like Modthryth, who acts in a strong, masculine way,
Grendel’s mother seizes her son’s arm and Hrothgar’s advisor Æschere, dragging him
across the ground so violently that it leaves a trail of blood. Along the way, she either
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purposefully rips off Æschere’s head, or it falls off along the cliffside (Beowulf ll.
1292-1304a). Her presence in the hall is cut short, however, since she panics as the
men begin to rouse themselves from sleep. Though the magnitude of her attack is less
than her son’s in terms of how many of Hrothgar’s men are killed, the incursion by
Grendel’s mother is rather more insulting since it illustrates that Hrothgar’s men still
have not learned that they always need to be alert and ready to protect the hall.
Grendel’s mother makes it painfully clear that Hrothgar and his men are still weak—
so weak, in fact, that a woman is able to sneak successfully into the hall and take a
warrior who happens to be one of the most important men in the community. In order
to reassert their authority, they must reestablish the border of abjection between
themselves and Grendel’s mother. She is able to penetrate their community, causing
death and distress; just as waste must be expelled from the body in order to safeguard
its health, Grendel’s mother must be expelled as far as possible from the community
in order for it to maintain its health.
Grendel’s mother and Grendel are characterized as part of the kin of Cain (ll.
1261b-1263a). However, her origins are even murkier than Grendel’s. Perhaps her
past is cloaked in an act that would have been considered shameful, like an incestuous
relationship or human-giant liaison. Edward Irving has theorized that Grendel’s
mother may not be related directly to Cain, but married into the clan of his
descendants.16 Such a scenario would suggest the possibility that she must have been
cast out of the “Abel”-descended community at some point. She may also be a
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descendant of the giants, who were abjected by the flood sent from God, written
about on the sword hilt that hangs in her hall. Though speculative, this initial moment
of abjection—when Grendel’s mother crosses the line marking the border between
good and evil either by incest, marrying into the family line of a murderer, or
miraculously surviving an attempt to rid the world of giants—is then being repeated
and magnified within the world of the poem.
The role of women in the underlying narrative of Cain in Beowulf is an
important one. Without Cain’s copulating with at least one woman, there would be no
evil descendants to do battle with God or a hero at Heorot. Though Cain is portrayed
as completely evil, it is the unknown woman of the Cain story—represented by
Grendel’s mother—who inspires the most fear and horror. It is a fear that reaches far
back into an archaic past. Kristeva writes that “fear of the archaic mother turns out to
be essentially fear of her generative power.”17 While there are many mothers in
Beowulf—Wealhtheow, Hildeburh, Hygd, and Modthryth—none of these women is
described using the word mōdor. The distinction is an important one because
Grendel’s mother is not just a mother, she is an archetypal Mother. Without a name of
her own, she signifies by way of her function of giving birth. The act of giving birth,
of bringing forth life, is fraught with the threat of death—the death of the mother, of
the child, or of the community should no heirs live into adulthood. Birth is a rupture,
one body opens, releasing blood and other fluids, so that another body can come
forth. It is a test of strength unlike any other in Anglo-Saxon society where martial
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ability is the measure of one’s fortitude. In battle, a person must be vigilant against
bodily rupture—wounds both small and large, which would lead to a weakened state
and almost certain death. In birth, however, one must have the strength to accept the
rupture, literally to push through it, to reduce oneself to the weakest state in order to
live.
The narrator tells us that Grendel’s mother is not as strong as men, hence not
as strong as her son. Beowulf, however, takes the threat of Grendel’s mother very
seriously, suggesting that the author may intend the comment to be ironic (Beowulf ll.
1282b-1287). Even if we exclude the possibility that she is just as strong as a man,
she becomes more threatening because, as a woman, she has the power to bear a
child. As long as she lives, there will be the possibility of the reproduction of evil.
She is its matriarch; Grendel’s nightly trek back to the mere after his raids at Heorot
suggest that he is always pulled back to the mother, that he follows her rule. She,
then, represents an old threat (as her link to Cain suggests)—that of a pre-existent
matriarchal culture whose values are structured very differently from Heorot. Such a
threat must be dealt with quickly and effectively, which is exactly what Beowulf tells
Hrothgar: “Ārīs, rīces weard, uton hraþe fēran, / Grendles māgan gang scēawigan”
(“Arise, lord of the realm, let us go quickly, / to see the track of Grendel’s
kinswoman”; ll. 1390-1391).
The use of the verb scēawigan (or scēawian) suggests a range of meaning
from “to look at” to the more figurative “visit,” “favor,” or “seek,” according to
Bosworth and Toller. The choice of the translation “to see” leaves the line open to
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multiple interpretations. Beowulf is going to “seek” a “visit” with Grendel’s mother
by following her tracks to the mere. The same verb is used when people from the
surrounding area flock to Heorot to view Grendel’s arm—a moment of strong
objectification when the community gazes transfixed upon the sign of their defeated
opponent. Beowulf will also come face to face with Grendel’s mother, seeing for the
first time the one who had preferred to operate unseen under the cover of darkness.
Since Grendel’s mother has been described as having idese onlīcnes “the likeness of a
woman,” one might expect the poet to linger a moment over some defining feature
when Beowulf first gazes at Grendel’s mother. Instead, she refuses to give that
moment such meaning. Instead, that time is unsettling for Beowulf:
Ðā wæs hwīl dæġes
ǣr hē þone grundwong
Sōna þæt onfunde

sē ðe flōda begong

heoroġīfre behēold
grim ond grǣdiġ,
ælwihta eard
Grāp þā tōġēanes,

onġytan mehte.

hund missera,
þæt þǣr gumena sum

ufan cunnode.
gūðrinċ ġefēng

atolan clommum. (ll. 1495b-1502a)
It was a long time before he was able to see the bottom [of the mere].
Immediately the one who occupied the expanse of floods for a hundred
years, fiercely ravenous, grim and greedy, became aware that from
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above, a certain one of men explored the creature’s home. She
grasped, then, seized toward the warrior with terrible grips.
Grendel’s mother is able to sense the gaze of Beowulf as he looks down on the
bottom of the mere. However, she does not give him the opportunity to assess her or
his surroundings in its depths. She immediately grabs him and pulls him deeper into
her lair. She refuses to be the object of his gaze and takes violent action against him
before he ever has the opportunity to reach the bottom himself—this grasping echoes
Modthryth’s “handgrip” in which warriors are seized and restrained with “deadly
bonds” (ll. 1936-1938). Beowulf, however, is being imprisoned and enclosed in more
than shackles. He is going into unknown territory in a vulnerable state. Grendel’s
mother, rather than being an object, becomes the dominant subject. She forces two
men across boundaries—she drags Æschere out of Heorot, killing him, and she forces
Beowulf into her inner chamber. She mediates liminal movement, meaning that
Beowulf must enter on her terms not his own. In the mere, Grendel’s mother rules.
During the fight, Grendel’s mother and Beowulf are evenly matched. Both try
to penetrate the other with a blade; both are knocked off balance and fall. What tips
the scale of the battle in Beowulf’s favor is the giant sword, an implement of deus ex
machina that shifts the outcome of the narrative. In the moment when Beowulf most
needs help, he sees the giant sword and infers that this weapon will be able to kill
Grendel’s mother. What had previously been a blur of images—body parts, rushing
water, and flashes of light—becomes focused on a single object. This gaze is different
than that of the men who gaze upon Modthryth. Beowulf’s gaze upon the sword is not
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one of objectification but identification. The Lacanian gaze, according to Laura
Mulvey, “demands identification of the ego with the object through the spectator’s
fascination with and recognition of his like.”18 In Mulvey’s application to cinema, the
audience (the ego and spectator) fulfills its desire for the object, not by gazing at the
object directly, but through its identification with the male protagonist who gazes at
and desires the object. Beowulf does not have a Freudian sexual desire for the sword
as the symbol of the phallus, but he identifies it as the phallic symbol through which
he will enact his desire for the supposed object—Grendel’s mother, penetrating her
and abjecting her sexualized body. Kristeva summarizes Freud’s ideas—that there
exists “two kinds of drives, sexual drives directed toward others and ego drives aimed
at self-preservation.”19 These two drives combine in Beowulf. To preserve himself
and the community, he must commit two abject actions. First, he must penetrate the
sexualized archaic mother; and second, he must confront the result of that
penetration—death. Kristeva writes, “[abjection] is an alchemy that transforms death
drive into a start of life, of new significance.”20 Life and death, desire and horror, mix
and meld in the mere, which is also a womb or, perhaps, a tomb for both Grendel’s
mother and Grendel; rather than cut off her head, he proceeds to cut off the head of
Grendel’s dead body, and when the giant sword blade melts, he takes the head and the

18

Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Visual and Other Pleasures (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1989) 18.
19
Kristeva, Powers 43. See also Sigmund Freud, “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes,” The Freud Reader,
ed. Peter Gay (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1989) 568.
20
Kristeva, Powers 15. Freud writes of the death drive in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” The Freud
Reader, ed. Peter Gay (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1989) 594-626. Though Freud placed
great emphasis on the drive for the individual to seek pleasure, the death drive causes individuals to
relive or recreate pain or trauma.

66
hilt back with him to Hrothgar. Grendel’s mother’s body, though marred by battle
wounds, stays at the bottom of the mere. Unlike her son, she will not be gazed at in
death. Her body will not become a sign of victory, an object of male celebration.
Instead, her body becomes an object of penetration by the giant sword. According to
Kristeva,
it is always to be noticed that the attempt to establish a male, phallic
power is vigorously threatened by the no less virulent power of the
other sex, which is oppressed (recently? Or not sufficiently for the
survival need to society?). That other sex, the feminine, becomes
synonymous with a radical evil that is to be suppressed.21
When Beowulf penetrates Grendel’s mother with the giant sword, he is attempting to
“establish a male, phallic power.”22 The act of penetration is one that is
psychoanalytically linked to the act of sexual penetration. By piercing Grendel’s
mother, Beowulf is not only asserting his dominance in battle, but his sexual
dominance, his masculinity, as well. He has reasserted the androcentric order by the
use of the mirror stage gaze, by objectifying Grendel’s mother through symbolically
sexual penetration of the mere and of her body. Yet, sex, the flow of fluids and
conflation of what is inside and outside the body, is an act that defiles and makes one
unclean, abject. In order to reestablish cleanliness, the representative of sex, the
female body, must be abjected—cast out from the community and, if reinstatement in

21
22

Kristeva, Powers 70.
Kristeva, Powers 70.

67
23

the community is to occur, ritually cleansed. For Grendel’s mother, there will be no
reinstatement. It is Beowulf who will be cleansed as blood clears the monsters from
the mere and the water flows clear once more.
There is also an inherent culturally conditioned shame, not only in sexualized
actions (for a religious community), but in murdering a woman (for a warrior
community). Such a deed creates the ultimate sign of the abject—the corpse.24
Beowulf’s killing of Grendel’s mother is the final act in a long history of battling the
Other, which Hrothgar reads about in the inscriptions on the sword hilt, telling of the
flood and destruction of the giants, an attempt to destroy a race opposed to human
community. Beowulf must, then, repeat previous actions involving abjection—forced
ejection in hopes of creating a boundary between the community and what threatens
it—if the abject threat posed by Grendel and his mother can ever come close to being
resolved.
The fight with Grendel’s mother reestablishes the boundary of the abject.
Because such a task involves a confrontation with the archaic mother—a more
animalistic or instinctual being than the women who submit to objectification in
androcentric society—the fight invokes the twin themes of both sex and murder.
Chance observes that Grendel’s mother acts very differently than women like
Wealhtheow and Hildeburh,
[f]or, during the passage describing their battle, the poet exploits the
basic resemblance between sexual intercourse and battle to emphasize
23
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the inversion of the feminine role of the queen or hall-ruler by
Grendel’s mother. This is achieved in three steps: first, the emphasis
upon clutching, grasping, and embracing while they fight; second, the
contest for a dominant position astride the other; and third, the use of
fingers, knife, or sword to penetrate clothing or the body, the latter
always accompanied by the implied figurative kinship between the
sword and the phallus and between decapitation and castration.25
Beowulf, the representative of the patriarchal community, is threatened with
emasculation, the loss of signification in the womb of the mother. Paul Acker
believes that the sexual connotations of the fight with Grendel’s mother begin even
earlier in the lines that signal Grendel’s mother’s approach to Heorot and the
description of her strength as equal to that of a man. He is particularly interested in
the word wǣpnedmen of line 1284, which means “weaponed man,” but a word, he
says, that can also mean “phallus” since the root word wǣpen can denote that double
meaning.26 Such a reading would suggest that the fight against the archaic mother
becomes more symbolically related to the signification of genitalia.
The “weaponed man” is also of great importance to Renée R. Trilling’s
examination of the abject in the fight with Grendel’s mother. Trilling focuses a great
deal of attention on Beowulf’s arming himself to fight Grendel’s mother. Despite the
narrator commenting, albeit ironically, that Grendel’s mother is weaker than a man,
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Beowulf and the other men take her attack much more seriously. According to
Trilling,
[t]he warriors respond with a conspicuous performance of
masculinity—the mustering of troops, the donning of armour and
weapons, the manly boasting that precedes heroic deeds—which
allows patriarchy to reassert itself with an overwhelming and
completely unnecessary display of force, in the hopes that this
demonstration will patch over the tear in the social/linguistic fabric
caused by a woman’s manly vengeance and prevent it from
unravelling any further. This is why Beowulf does need the armour: as
the hero, he is responsible for repairing the breach.27
Beowulf himself must become the “weaponed man” in order to defeat the threatening
archaic, abject mother. If the Freudian reading of the “weaponed man” by Acker is to
be maintained, Grendel’s mother must match this display of phallic masculinity. She
does so through her mere—a place that “nō þæs frōd leofað / gumena bearna, þæt
þone grund wite” (“Not one of the children of men who are wise and alive knows the
bottom”; Beowulf ll. 1366b-1367). The un-probed depths of the mere threaten
psychoanalytically and physically, as it is not only the representation of the chora,28
but also a place that tests men’s ability to conquer the natural world.
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The inaccessibility of Grendel’s mother’s abode is not only due to the fact that
it is under water, but the supernatural qualities of the land around and its relation to
the womb cause the men to fear the place as they attempt to approach it:
Oferēode þā

æþelinga bearn

stēap stānhliðo,
enġe ānpaðas,
neowle næssas,

stīġe nearwe,
uncūð ġelād,
nicorhūsa fela;

hē fēara sum

beforan gengde

wīsra monna

wong scēawian,

oþ þæt hē fǣringa
ofer hārne stān

fyrġenbēamas
hleonian funde,

wynlēasne wudu;

wæter under stōd

drēoriġ ond ġedrēfed.

Denum eallum wæs,

winum Scyldinga,
tō ġeþolianne,

weorce on mōde
ðeġne monegum,

oncȳð eorla ġehwǣm,

syðþan Æscheres

on þām holmclife

hafelan mētton.

Flōd blōde wēol

—folc tō sǣgon—

hātan heolfre.
fūsliċ (fyrd)lēoð.

Horn stundum song
Fēþa eal ġesæt.

Ġesāwon ðā æfter wætere
selliċe sǣdracan,

wyrmcynnes fela,

sund cunnian,
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swylċe on næshleoðum
ðā on undernmǣl
sorhfulne sīð

nicras licgean,

oft bewitiġað
on seġlrāde,

wyrmas ond wildēor.

Hīe on weġ hruron,

bitere ond ġebolgne,

bearhtm onġēaton,

gūðhorn galan.

Sumne Ġēata lēod

of flānbogan

fores ġetwǣfde,

ȳðġewinnes,

þæt him on aldre stōd

herestrǣl hearda;

hē on holme wæs

sundes þē sǣnra,

ðē hyne swylt fornam.

Hræþe wearð on ȳðum
heorohōcyhtum
nīða ġenǣġed,

mid eofersprēotum

hearde ġenearwod,
ond on næs togen,

wundọrliċ wǣgbora;

weras scēawedon

gryrelicne ġist. (ll. 1408-1441a)
Then the sons of princes traveled over steep rocky slopes, thin paths,
narrow roads, strange passage across the water, steep bluffs, homes of
many water monsters. He rode in front, one of a few wise men, to
examine the land, until he suddenly the mountain trees over the grey
stone found leaning, joyless wood; water stood under [the trees] bloodstained and surging. It was for all the Danes, men of the Scyldings,
painful in heart to suffer, to many a warrior, a grief for each one of
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them, when they came upon Æschere’s head on the sea-cliffs. The
water boiled with blood—the army looked at [it]—with hot gore. A
horn sang time and again an eager war-song. All the foot soldiers sat.
They saw then in the water many a race of serpents, strange sea
snakes, testing the current, also on the headlands water-monsters lying,
which in the morning often attend a sorrowful voyage on the sea-road,
serpents and wild animals; they rushed away, fierce and enraged, they
heard a sound, the war-horn sing. A man of the Geats with his bow put
an end to the life of the swimming one so that in his body stood a hard
war arrow; he was slower of swimming in the water, when death
destroyed him. Quickly it happened in the waves; with boar-spears
barbed, hard pressed by force, they assailed and on the headland drew
the strange offspring of the waves; men looked at the terrible stranger.
Beowulf and the men follow a trail of blood along narrow paths to the mere, which
teems with gore and sea serpents. The mere represents the abject boundary between
the community centered around Heorot and the outcast community of Grendel and his
mother. That boundary is further delineated by two natural borders in the landscape—
water and cliffs—both of which often serve as political boundaries between
territories, but in this case they are used as boundaries between the subject and the
abject.
When one of the Geats shoots one of the swimming creatures in the mere, the
men drag it ashore and the narrator now calls the beast the “strange offspring of the
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waves” (l. 1440a). The “birth” of the sea monster would suggest that we are to
understand the mere as a symbolic womb. This is the place from which the archaic
mother enacts her power of procreation. Having crossed the border of the abject, the
world now becomes inverted. All signs become demasculinized—anything that could
be construed as phallic, such as trees, no long signifies the phallus. Instead, the trees
“lean.” Water, which is often used to cleanse and purge abject filth, becomes a sign of
the abject as it surges with blood and gore, a sign of castration of the man who dares
to enter, or perhaps of the archaic mother—of her amniotic fluids or discharged
menstrual blood. Furthermore, the water of the mere defies nature and changes its
form completely: “Þār mæġ nihta ġehwǣm nīðwundor sēon, / fȳr on flōde” (“There
may on each one of nights a dreadful wonder be seen, fire on the water”; ll. 13651366a). Creating a boundary between the world of Heorot and the world of the mere,
according to Kristeva, involves a moment in which
[t]he abject confronts us, on the one hand, with those fragile states
where man strays on the territories of animal. Thus, by way of
abjection, primitive societies have marked out a precise area of their
culture in order to remove it from the threatening world of animals or
animalism, which were imagined as representatives of sex and
murder.29
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The mere is both sex and murder, a womb and a tomb, a place from which life issues
forth and where life is consumed.30
While I do not mean to suggest that the Anglo-Saxon society that produced
the poem is primitive, the portrayals of Grendel and his mother are very primal. Their
link to Cain from the Old Testament suggests that they are pre-existent threats dating
back to the beginning of the world. They are similar to, but separate from, the
community at Heorot. While Hrothgar built a fabulous hall that stands out, golden
and shining, against the landscape, Grendel’s mother’s hall is a strange fusion
between the natural world (the water of the mere) and the human world (the hrōf-sele
‘roofed-hall’ of her shining inner lair), of mother and masculine avenger (Beowulf ll.
1515-1517). Of course, for those who dwell in wooden buildings, fire is both a boon
and a bane—representing warmth and community, but also destruction. The narrator
tells us that one day Heorot will burn, as will Beowulf’s hall later in the poem. To the
army of men, the mere and the land surrounding it defy reason. The mere shatters
their concept of order and ignores basic laws of nature. It threatens with primal
phobias—castration and the vagina dentata, the fear of being devoured.
Since the Beowulf-poet fixates on the horror of Grendel’s mother, a thematic
link may be drawn between Beowulf and modern horror films that is useful in
understanding the intricacies of the womb and vagina dentata. Barbara Creed writes
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of the abject womb that the “ability to give birth links her [the mother] directly to the
animal world and to the greater cycle of birth, decay, and death. Awareness of his
links to nature reminds man of his mortality and of the fragility of the symbolic
order.”31 The common themes that signify the “animal world” as a threat to the
symbolic order include depictions of places that are enclosed and enveloping: “In
many films the monster commits her or his dreadful acts in a location which
resembles the womb. These intra-uterine settings consist of dark, narrow, winding
passages leading to a central room, cellar, or other symbolic place of birth.”32 These
intra-uterine places are often represented as parts of homes, which, according to
Creed, signal the extreme violence within the context of the family.33 The horror of
the home that flows with blood is the fear of the abject—a place that is supposed to
be safe and nutritive has experienced a violent rupture symbolized by abject fluids. In
Beowulf, the men follow a trail of blood, and all attention is focused on the
mere/womb as it surges with blood. A place that may have been viewed previously as
a vital source of water for a community is dirty and impure, marred by abject blood.
The source of the blood becomes clearer when they notice Æschere’s head at the
cliffside.
As discussed in chapter 2, decapitation is a clear sign of the figurative
castration of male power. Linda Marshall suggests in “Grendelsmere as a Vagina
Dentata” that “repeated references in the poem to dismembered bodies reflect this
31
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deep-seated fear of societal disintegration. Grendel’s mother symbolizes the fear of
societal disintegration, but more specifically, fear of women’s power.”34 Furthermore,
the power of Grendel’s mother is the castrating power of the vagina dentata.35
Æschere’s head serves as the sign of the castration of the male community at Heorot.
They have been disturbed and their authority has been questioned and rejected.
Grendel’s mother is, then, a femme castratrice. Her womb also threatens to castrate
by supplanting the existing order. Sea serpents thrash in the water, violently
disturbing the bloody surface. The mere/womb is probed by the spear of a Geatish
man before Beowulf’s fight with Grendel’s mother, an action that proves to
foreshadow the actual fight. However, in order to engage the archaic mother, Beowulf
as “weaponed man” must enter the vagina of the mere, avoiding the potentially
“castrating” sea serpents, in order to arrive at the seat of her power—the inner lair of
her uterus.
The house imagery described by Creed in her study of horror film is precisely
what the reader confronts in the womb that is also a violent symbol of death—a tomb.
As Beowulf swims down through the mere, he is attacked, but not killed by the sea
monsters. When Grendel’s mother senses him, she attacks, pulling him into her inner
lair, which is described using the words eard and hofe, both of which mean “home”
(Beowulf ll. 1500, 1507). The poet then describes her lair as a mead hall:
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Đā se eorl onġeat
þæt hē [in] nīðsele

nāthwylcum wæs,

þǣr him nǣnīġ wæter
nē him for hrōfsele
fǣrgripe flōdes;
blācne lēoman,

wihte ne sceþede,
hrīnan ne mehte

fȳrlēoht ġeseah,
beorhte scīnan. (ll. 1512b-1517)

Then the warrior saw that he was in a certain battle-hall where no
water harmed him at all, nor could a sudden flood of water reach him
because of the roofed hall; [he] saw fire light, shining light, brightly
glowing.
The narrator later calls Beowulf a sele-ġyst “hall-guest,” implying that Grendel’s
mother is the ruler of the hall. She confirms that position by defending her hall
against the invading “guest” with strong, masculine actions. The description of
Grendel’s mother’s lair as a hall image would be intimately familiar to an AngloSaxon audience as an environment that one would expect to house a male community
as it parallels the descriptions of Heorot, which is shining and golden (l. 308), highroofed (l. 82)—that very familiarity is what makes the differences (the bloody water,
the sea monsters, and Beowulf’s uncouth entrance into the inner chamber), so
horrific. The mere should be a nutritive home, but instead it is a threatening place of
death and disorder.
While there are sexual overtones to the men probing Grendel’s mother’s mere
before Beowulf dives into the water, an even greater battle of probing and phallic
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actions begins when Grendel’s mother attacks him. At that time, the sea monsters,
seemingly acting in conjunction with Grendel’s mother, rip at him as he is dragged to
the bottom of the mere:
Grāp þā tōġēanes,

gūðrinċ ġefēng

atolan clommum;

nō þȳ ǣr in ġescōd

hālan līċe;

hrinġ ūtan ymbbearh,

þæt hēo þone fyrdhom
locene leoðosyrċan

ðurhfōn ne mihte,
lāþan fingrum . . .

ac hine wundra þæs fela
Swe[n]cte on sunde,
hildetūxum

sǣdēor moniġ

heresyrċan bræc,

ēhton āglǣċan. (ll. 1501-1505, 1509b-1512a)
She grasped, then, toward the warrior, seized [him] in [her] terrible
grips. Yet she did not harm inside the uninjured body. Ring mail
protected him from without, so that she was not able to penetrate the
war shirt, linked coat, with hateful fingers … But many strange beings
attacked him in the water, many sea-beasts with battle fangs rent the
shirt of mail, they pursued the adversary.
Beowulf from the very beginning is put into a vulnerable position. He is being held
by Grendel’s mother, which prevents him from attacking or defending himself, while
he is being beaten by sea creatures. Here, he is āglǣċan, the “adversary” In the battle
with Grendel’s mother, as Chance has observed, the action is described as a writhing
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mix of arms and hands, grasping and twisting, attempting to gain an advantage by
penetrating the other combatant with either fingers or blades.36 The struggle is fought
not only to determine who will live and die, but who will be the subject and who will
be the object. Within a sexual relationship during the Middle Ages, the subject/object
boundary was not decided by biological sex, but, as Ruth Mazo Karras writes, by
what “one person did to another … The roles of ‘active’ and ‘passive’ partner did not
necessarily have anything to do with who was pursued and who was the pursuer, or
who enjoyed sex more … [women] were the receptive partners; they were
penetrated.”37 When Beowulf “penetrates” the mere, it marks his first attempt at
subduing the archaic mother. He is penetrating her depths. However, when he is
attacked, when sea beasts rip at him and Grendel’s mother sets her fingers against his
mail shirt, it is a threat to the symbolic order. She is not respecting the borders that
the symbolic order has erected to protect itself. A woman, who is not expected to
fight, is attempting to best Beowulf at his own game, using her hands to try to pierce
his mail and his skin, then take his life. Thus, when Grendel’s mother attempts to
penetrate Beowulf with her fingers and with a seax, it is not simply death that
Beowulf is fighting against, but an inversion of sexual difference, penetration, and the
castration of the “weaponed man” by the phallic mother.
In the battle with Grendel’s mother, Beowulf comes much closer to losing
than in his fight with Grendel. His borrowed sword fails him; his strength fails him.
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There is, however, a moment when he is able to grab Grendel’s mother by her eaxle
(Beowulf l. 1537a). Fulk, Bjork, and Niles in Klaeber’s Beowulf suggest that this is a
corruption of the word feaxe, which means “hair,” and they point out that in AngloSaxon law, the pulling of someone’s hair is an illegal and punishable offense.38
Beowulf, then, is doing the very thing that Grendel’s mother did—ignoring the law—
though his offense is certainly not as severe as Grendel’s mother’s, whose killing of
Æschere transgresses Anglo-Saxon law and culturally prescribed gender roles since
women are not allowed by law to carry out a violent feud. In addition, King Alfred
legislated a fine for breaking into the house of a king, and Æthelstan enacted a law
declaring that anyone who engages in theft and who attempts to flee will be “pursued
to the death” (Alfred, 40; Æthelstan 6, 3).39 When Grendel’s mother breaks into
Heorot and takes Grendel’s arm, she is actually taking back what belongs to her—the
remains of her son. However, the arm has become a tacen, a “sign” or “evidence” of
Beowulf’s victory, a word also used to describe Grendel’s head and the sword hilt
(Beowulf l. 141, l. 1654). The status of these objects as spoils of a feud and symbols
of victory would strongly suggest that the community at Heorot has a claim to
ownership, in which case, Grendel’s mother taking Grendel’s arm would be
considered theft. The punishment for a woman who commits a theft and flees is that
“she shall be thrown from a cliff or drowned” (Æthelstan 6, 4). It is all the more
fitting that Grendel’s mother lives beside a cliff and under the watery mere. These
38
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liminal boundaries may invoke thoughts of punishment and, at the very least,
isolation from community to an Anglo-Saxon audience. Therefore, for the narrator to
have an alleged lawbreaker living in such a landscape and embracing it as a home is
an appropriate manifestation of Grendel’s mother’s challenging the law. She flouts
the physical barriers of the landscape to bring the abject to Heorot. Hrothgar,
Beowulf, and their men must confront the reality that the borders they thought
separated them from those whom they consider undesirable, have been compromised.
Despite the poet’s attempt to portray Grendel’s mother as weaker than the
weaponed man, the back and forth falling of the two combatants proves that they are
equally matched. Beowulf’s saving grace comes when he sees the giant sword. As
discussed above, on this sword is carved the story of God’s battle with the race of
giants—the kin of Cain, a sign of the archaic. As such, it represents the original
attempt at the abjection of the race of Others. Beowulf will enact that abjection again,
this time using their own sword against the last of them. In this situation, the phallic
object collides with the strong, masculinized body (within the schema of Carol
Clover) of Grendel’s mother who has refused to be an object and refused, thus far, to
suffer penetration. The narrative cannot bear the contradictions—the hero who
ignores the law, the masculine woman forcefully penetrated by her own heirloom
sword, the turning of the abject in toward itself. By necessity, Grendel’s mother must
be portrayed as unnatural, as evil, as a lawbreaker, as a threatening outsider because
for the narrative to experience any resolution she must be killed, and the community
must accept her death as just.
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There are many other contradictions in the portrayal of Grendel’s mother,
which has prompted some scholars such as Overing to assert that Grendel’s mother
cannot quite fit within neatly defined categories. As a mother who has lost a son and
who has no remaining male relatives, one would expect her to mourn as Hildeburh
does, tragically grieving alone. Instead, Grendel’s mother is spurred to take action
herself in an authoritative, masculine way. In fact, she demonstrates the principle that
it is better to avenge than to grieve before Beowulf tells Hrothgar the same (Beowulf
ll. 1385-1386). Yet her female body prevents her avenging actions from being
legitimate in the eyes of the community at Heorot, for a woman is not supposed to be
violent, but instead to weave peace. In this sense, while avenging a family member
would certainly be a duty for male relatives, Grendel’s mother chooses to act outside
the boundaries of the law rather than grieve. Her sense of duty as a mother takes her
in an entirely different direction than Hildeburh whose family entanglements make it
next to impossible for her to seek vengeance. As an abject woman, Grendel’s mother
does not simply mourn when the violence of the male community takes someone
from her; she reacts in kind—using its own customs and laws against it, threatening
its legitimacy with abject horror.
Like Modthryth, Grendel’s mother uses violence, but while Modthryth
becomes abject and uses men’s fear of the abject as a means to reject the gaze and
objectification, Grendel’s mother, who is already an abject figure, has further
abjection thrust upon her in her battle with Beowulf. In this sense, Modthryth is
consciously abject, whereas Grendel’s mother is not only consciously abject since she
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lives beyond liminal borders, but she is also passively abjected. When she is killed,
she becomes a corpse because of the actions of another person. Though there are
ramifications for Beowulf’s killing of Grendel’s mother, discussed below, the
challenge of the abject that Grendel’s mother represents—the masculine, phallic
woman, the archaic mother—ceases when Beowulf kills her. Thus, while she was
able to take vengeance, she loses the fight with Beowulf, which means her ultimate
power, the reproductive capacity of her body, also ceases; there is no potential for
heirs to carry the feud further. It is, in a way, the opposite of the results of
Modthryth’s abjection. She embraces her agency by not being satisfied at being sent
by her father to Offa’s hall, but changes her perception by actively seeking to cross
the liminal border of the sea to arrive at his home. Once in his court, she is not the
peaceweaving wife; her place is on the throne. Furthermore, she embraces
motherhood—fusing a position of political power with the more typical power of a
woman to reproduce.
This fascination with and fear of the procreative function of a woman’s body
is further evidenced when Beowulf defeats Grendel’s mother. He is not satisfied by
killing her; he must also make absolutely sure that no offspring of the archaic mother
still lives. Furthermore, since killing a woman is not a heroic deed, he needs a heroic
symbol of his victory over Grendel and his mother. Since Grendel was his original
target upon arriving at Heorot, he beheads Grendel. When he does so, the water of the
mere “wæs ȳðġeblond eal ġemenġed, / brim blōde fāh” (“was surging all stirred up,
the water colored with blood”; ll 1598-1599a). Grendel’s blood is said to melt the
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sword blade (l. 1614). His blood is potent because it is a result of the fusion of the
father and the mother. While Grendel’s father seems to have disappeared long ago,
Grendel’s blood represents the last remnants of the blood of the mother—he is the last
of her line. By spilling it, Beowulf is able to purge the mere. When he beheads
Grendel, the narrator comments:
Wæs þæt blōd tō þæs hāt,
ǣttren ellorgǣst

sē þǣr inne swealt.

Sōna wæs on sunde

sē þe ǣr æt sæċċe ġebād

wīġhryre wrȧðra,

wæter up þurhdēaf;

wǣron ẏðġebland

eal ġefǣlsod,

ēacne eardas,

þā se ellorgāst

oflēt līfdagas

ond þās lǣnan ġesceaft. (ll. 1618-1622)

That blood was too hot for this [sword], poisonous other-spirit who
died there within. Immediately [Beowulf] was in the water he who has
experienced at battle, the fall of the foes, swam up through the water;
tossing waves were all cleansed, the vast expanse when the other-spirit
relinquished life-days and this transitory world.
According to Klaeber’s Beowulf, the “other-spirit” whose blood cleanses the mere is
to be understood as Grendel, not Grendel’s mother.40 This reading would suggest that
the mere is cleansed because Grendel has been beheaded. Releasing the last remnants
of the blood of the abject Others to dissipate in the water also causes the sea monsters
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to disappear. While we have seen previously that Grendel’s mother has been referred
to using masculine pronouns, the poet does seem to mean these lines to be a reference
to Grendel. Not only has Grendel been called an ellorgāst previously at line 807, but
Beowulf has already succeeded in abjecting the archaic mother. Grendel’s mother has
been killed, cast beyond the border of her body. As such, the archaic mother is gone,
which means that her lair no longer signifies the reproductive aspects of a monstrous
woman. The androcentric order has triumphed. As Kristeva writes, “jouissance [joy
or enjoyment as opposed to desire] demands an abjection from which identity
becomes absent.”41 Beowulf must still swim out of the mere, but the return to land is
by far less fraught with danger and the threat of death. The mere has lost its identity
and become a simple pond.
Grendel’s mother’s monstrous nature is not related to any physical deformity
or fusion with a nature other than human. Instead, Grendel’s mother is made
monstrous simply because she is a woman—a woman who gives birth, suffers loss,
grieves, and seeks revenge. By reestablishing the boundary between Grendel’s mother
and the community at Heorot, Beowulf seems to have reasserted the boundary for the
abject archaic mother, thereby cleansing the community and restoring its health.
There is, however, something deeper that happens within Beowulf after he
defeats Grendel’s mother. In assessing the relationship between Beowulf and the
monsters of the poem, John M. Hill asserts that the monsters, including Grendel’s
mother, aid in Beowulf’s goal of becoming a super-ego: “Paradoxically, Beowulf
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needs monstrous creatures or monstrous energies to realize himself as a super-ego, as
dark energies drawn up into the father’s service.”42 However, the “dark energies” will
always be a threat to the patriarchal society of the poem because “what he [Beowulf]
cannot do is end monstrousness, no matter how deeply he dives into the world’s
weird depths and no matter how many monsters’ lives he takes. He can never succeed
in [the poem’s] psychic [world] if by success we mean the end of dark energies.”43 He
cannot succeed precisely because the “dark energies” will come back in the form of
pride.44 While Beowulf believes Heorot and his own community to be safe because of
his martial prowess, the abject lives on ever ready to burst through the boundaries of
society. In those dormant times, however, what threatens is the fear of when and
where the abject must be confronted again. When Beowulf fights the dragon fifty
years later, he enacts a show of hypermasculinity, refusing to lead his men against the
dragon, though he will allow his comitatus to accompany him to wait outside the
dragon’s cave (Beowulf ll. 2345-2354). As a super-ego, Beowulf is unable to become
a Cincinnatus, a man who performs his duty to the state and who steps down
gracefully when others are better able to undertake a leadership position. He will
always be “the adversary,” a term used to describe Grendel, the dragon at the end of
the poem, and Sigemund as well. The connection between the so-called heroes and
their nemeses can be best explained, perhaps, by abjection. They all share
superhuman characteristics that place them outside the normative expectations for
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average men. He cannot be anything less than the “weaponed man.” As such, the
male community will always depend upon him and his body. He fails to see that in
order for the community to survive he needs a woman, a wife, a mother to produce
heirs. For without the mother, there are no sons. He drew the boundary of the abject
too far away from himself so that he cannot see that the One cannot exist without the
Other. Beowulf fails to conquer the dragon on his own as the weaponed-man—the
king and representative of his warrior community—as he did with Grendel and
Grendel’s mother. As a result, the community will collapse. He succeeds only in
abjecting himself, or in Kristeva’s slightly altered terms: “He spits himself out, he
abjects himself within the same motion through which ‘He’ claims to establish
himself.”45
Just as Modthryth was not “tamed,” but continues to occupy a place of
authority, Grendel’s mother’s abjection continues to affect the characters of the poem
even after she is killed. Her power shifts from her procreative body and her violent
actions to the psychological power of fear and trauma. Grendel’s mother
demonstrates that the borders meant to keep the male community strong and healthy
can easily rupture, especially if women are not kept in their place. They are fluid and
mutable, not solid and unchanging. In her travels from her womb-like hall to Heorot
and back again, Grendel’s mother crosses many liminal boundaries. The natural
borders—cliffs and water—represent the punishment of a woman who dares to steal
something that the men at Heorot believe is theirs, then flee. She crosses the borders
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of gender by her strong, violent actions in Heorot and in her own hall. Her hall, under
the water of the mere, and its surrounding landscape bend the rules of the natural
world. At every turn, Grendel’s mother challenges what the male-controlled culture at
Heorot believes to be the proper order of the world.
While Beowulf can kill Grendel’s mother, while the mere can be purged of its
monsters, and while the trees might even grow straight again, abjection itself cannot
be eliminated. Of all the foes in the poem, Grendel’s mother poses the greatest
problem regarding interpretation. As a result, she is “abject” even in scholarship.
Critics have, at times, pushed her away from the supposedly glorious heroic world of
Beowulf. Yet, others have come to embrace the many contradictions she embodies:
woman/man, mother/avenger, abject/abjected, seen/unseen, legal/illegal. By
embodying the horrific dialectic between what is familiar and beneficial and what is
threatening and abject, Grendel’s mother is, perhaps, the most disturbing character of
the poem. She is not only greatly disturbing to Beowulf and the community at Heorot,
but the patterns of rejecting objectification and abject violence that she performs are
repeated on a smaller scale by Modthryth, demonstrating that, though the archaic
mother is gone, other women continue to challenge the male community.

CHAPTER IV

JUDITH: BEAUTIFUL MAIDEN, ABJECT WARRIOR

The inclusion of Judith among the ranks of abject characters such as
Modthryth and Grendel’s mother may seem odd. After all, Judith is described in
glowing terms by the Anglo-Saxon poet and she has a prototype in the Old Testament
apocrypha. She is beautiful, wise, noble, courageous, and faithful to God. A woman,
however, can perform strong—masculine and violent, hence abject— actions without
being portrayed negatively. Thus, while Judith’s character is viewed positively by the
author, she still causes a reversal of gender roles through violence and decapitation.
However, unlike Modthryth and Grendel’s mother, both of whom are portrayed as
abject from the beginning, Judith’s abjection is a process. In the beginning, she seems
to accept the authority of the men in the Assyrian camp, doing what they demand of
her until she sees an opportunity forcefully to take control of the situation by killing
Holofernes. She moves along what Carol Clover identifies as a sliding scale of gender
to arrive beyond and outside, claiming seemingly opposing characteristics of male
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and female gender simultaneously—both warrior and woman, strong and violent, yet
vulnerable and beautiful.1
Unlike Beowulf, which survives mostly intact despite a few passages that are
damaged beyond recognition, Judith is fragmentary, beginning in the middle of a
sentence. Scholars have speculated about how much of the poem is missing. Since the
events of the surviving poem begin in chapter 12 of the biblical account, there is
potential for a significant amount of missing text. However, Rosemary Woolf and
Paul de Lacy have both argued convincingly that given the structural similarities
between the beginning of the poem and the end, not much is missing from the AngloSaxon text.2 Woolf in particular posits that the structural unity of the poem suggests
that only part of the biblical story was used. It is also not unusual for a poetic
adaptation of a biblical story to address only part of the narrative in question—a good
example being the poetic adaptations of Genesis A and B, which cover only half of
the book of Genesis. A result of the missing text is that we do not know how the poet
adapted Judith’s journey from Bethulia to the Assyrian camp. Instead, the poem
begins at the point in the narrative where she is already with the Assyrians. There are,
however, hints within the text that give us clues about how she was received. Being a
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beautiful, desirable woman surrounded by hostile men in the enemy camp, Judith is a
likely target for unwanted attention and sexual violence. However, she is kept safe by
her faith in God: “Hēo ðǣr ðā ġearwe funde / mundbyrd æt ðām mǣran þēodne, þā
hēo āhte mǣste þearfe, / hyldo þæs hēhstan dēman, þæt hē hīe wið þæs hēhstan
brōgan / ġefriðode, frymða waldend” (“Then she readily found there protection from
the famous ruler, when she had the greatest need, favor of the highest judge, that he,
lord of creations, defended her from the greatest terror”; Judith ll. 2b-5a). Judith is
vulnerable and in need of protection, certainly from sexual assault and rape, but,
perhaps, from death as well. Her situation in the beginning of the poem makes her
decidedly feminine in the schema of Clover: weak, fearful, and submissive, she yields
to the demands of the Assyrians, or in Clover’s words, she has a “lack of volition”;
she follows the orders of the men around her rather than asserting herself and
declaring her reason for being in the camp.3
It follows that Judith does not put up a fight when she is dressed, adorned, and
summoned to Holofernes’ tent. Yet, once there, she sees an opportunity to change the
fortune of her people. By seizing upon that opportunity, she transforms from a
beautiful maiden to a strong leader toting a horrific sign of a double abjection—the
bloody head of Holofernes. She signals the abjection of Holofernes who has been
made into a corpse, and her own abjection as a character who defies female gender
roles and functions as a purveyor of death. Her transformation begins in the feasting
scene, which also happens to be one of the major points at which the poem differs
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dramatically from the biblical account. In the Book of Judith, Judith, a widow not a
young maiden, participates in the feasting and actively seduces Holofernes:
Omne quod erit ante oculos ejus bonum et optimum, faciam; quidquid
autem illi placuerit, hoc mihi erit optimum omnibus diebus vitae meae.
Et surrexit, et ornavit se vestimento suo; et ingressa stetit ante faciem
ejus. Cor autem Holofernis concussum est, erat enim ardens in
concupiscentia ejus. Et dixit ad eam Holofernes: Bibe nunc, et
accumbe in jucunditate, quoniam invenisti gratiam coram me. Et dixit
Judith: Bibam, domine, quoniam magnificata est anima mea hodie
prae omnibus diebus meis. Et accepit, et mandueavit, et bibit coram
ipso, ea quae paraverat illi ancilla ejus. Et jucundus factus est
Holofernes ad eam, bibitque vinum multum nimis, quantum nunquam
biberat in vita sua. (Liber Judith 12:14-20)4
All that will be good and excellent before his [Holofernes’] eyes, I will
do and that which will please him will to me be best all of the days of
my life.” And she [Judith] rose and dressed herself with her clothes
and entering stood before his face and the heart of Holofernes was
aroused for he was ablaze with desire for her and he said to her:
“Drink now and sit next to me since you found good agreeableness in
my heart.” And Judith said: “I drink, my lord, because my soul is
magnified today above all of my days.” And she took and ate and
4
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drank in his presence that which her maid prepared for her and
Holofernes was made agreeable by her and drank far too much wine—
an amount that he had never drunk in his life.
She dresses herself specifically to appeal to visual pleasure, as do the women on the
movie screen according to Mulvey.5 In fact, Judith states her intent to appear “good
and best before his eyes.” She uses the male gaze to her advantage. The passage also
contains ambiguity, however, regarding Judith’s seductive clothing. The word
vestimentum could also allude to ecclesiastical garments, suggesting that Judith is also
a holy woman. Her identity is now pulled between two poles—that of a desirable
woman and a woman set apart from worldly pleasures. Knowing that Holofernes will
desire her as a sexual object, she uses that desire to “make him merry,” to have him
let his guard down, to encourage him to enjoy an evening of drunkenness. In the
Vulgate version, once the other participants have departed from the feast, Judith
beheads the unconscious Holofernes with his own sword.
In the poem, Judith is not present at the feast. Instead, it is a raucous occasion
where, because of over-indulgence, Holofernes
goldwine gumena,

on gytesālum,

hlōh ond hlȳdde,

hlynede ond dynede,

þæt mihten fīra bearn
hū se stīðmōda

styrmde ond ġylede,

mōdiġ ond medugāl,
5

feorran ġehȳran

manode ġeneahhe

Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Visual and Other Pleasures (Bloomington
Indiana University Press, 1989) 19.
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benċsittende

þæt hī ġebǣrdon wel. (Judith ll. 22-27)

In a festive mood, the gold-friend of men, laughed and roared,
clamored and made a din, so that the children of men were able to hear
from far away how the fierce-minded one raged and yelled, proud and
drunk with mead, exhorted frequently the bench-sitters that they
behave themselves appropriately.
Without Judith present, it is not Holofernes’ lust for her that is the primary cause of
his downfall as in the biblical text, but his own gluttony and drunkenness. Scholars
have commented extensively on the general’s rowdy feast. Anne Astell argues that
Holofernes becomes increasingly animal-like until, “when Judith finally kills him she
kills a monster.”6 Hugh Magennis adds that Holofernes “appears characteristically
unruly, a man of excesses who is accustomed to over-drinking. This change [from the
biblical text to the poem] fits in with the binary of the poem’s whole moral scheme, in
which Holofernes is a monstrous, indeed devilish—se deofocunda—reprobate.”7
Based on the feasting scene and the analysis of the general as a monstrous
devil figure, two interpretations of Judith are possible. The first is that she is a hero
similar to Beowulf because they both fight “monsters.” Hugh Magennis writes, “in
killing Holofernes in his tent, Judith, like Beowulf against Grendel’s mother and later
against the dragon, performs the archetypal heroic act of venturing alone into the lair
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of the monster and there destroying it.” While there are some general similarities
between Judith and Beowulf, Judith could actually be said to have more in common
with Grendel’s mother; the latter enters Heorot where Hrothgar’s men are sleeping
after drinking and feasting. They both kill a man and they both display a head.
Grendel’s mother leaves Æschere’s head on the trail to the mere as a sign to Beowulf,
Hrothgar, and their men who are following her. Judith reveals Holofernes’ head to the
Bethulians and declares it a sign of their impending victory (Judith ll.195b-198).
Their decapitation of prominent male figures, symbolic of castration, makes them
both characters who reject male authority by using acts of spectacular violence most
often associated with men. They become strong and masculine, which leads them to
be portrayed as characters of disorder, as threats to the androcentric order whose
power they have co-opted.
The second possible interpretation is that Judith is not a heroine, exactly, but
an opportunist. She is able to kill Holofernes because, according to Peter J. Lucas,
“Holofernes has rendered himself defenseless” through his drunkenness.9
Furthermore, Judith does not exhibit the behavior or trappings of a hero. She does not
make a formal heroic boast as does Beowulf, nor does she have a comitatus.10 She
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also does not rely solely on her own capabilities, but prays to God for strength.

Generally, this line of thought leads to more abstract and allegorical interpretations of
the poem. Judith, accordingly, is really about good versus evil, moral versus immoral,
right versus wrong, and even Ecclesia versus Satan.12 The abjection of Judith,
however, works against such dichotomous readings and allows for the ambiguity of
her characters to be fully appreciated.
These two interpretations of Judith as heroine and opportunist can be united
through abjection. She is “ambiguous,” multivalent, and “in-between.”13 Like
Grendel’s mother and Modthryth, she rejects male authority while also using that
authority against itself—skirting and manipulating both Anglo-Saxon and
androcentric law. After Holofernes finishes feasting, he orders Judith brought to his
tent. We learn that inside his tent, there is a net surrounding his sleeping quarters:
Þǣr wæs eallgylden
flēohnet fæġer
bed āhongen,
mihte wlītan þurh,

11

ymbe þæs folctogan
þæt se bealofulla
wiġena baldor,

on ǣġhwylċne

þe ðǣrinne cōm

hæleða bearna,

ond on hyne nǣniġ

monna cynnes,

nymðe se mōdiga hwæne

Lucas 24-25.
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nīðe rōfra

him þe nēar hēte

rinca tō rūne ġegangan. (Judith ll. 46b-54a)
There was, all golden, a fair net hung around the leader’s bed, so that
the evil one might look through [it], king of the warriors, at each of the
children of men who therein came, and none of the race of men [could
look] on him, unless the arrogant one should summon any of the
warriors, bold in wickedness, to come nearer to him to counsel.
Much scholarly attention has been paid to the fabulous net, especially given that it is a
detail added by the Anglo-Saxon poet since it is not mentioned in the Book of Judith.
The net functions magically like a two-way mirror, allowing Holofernes to see those
around him while those outside of the net cannot see him. Karma Lochrie has
identified the net as a sign of the male gaze. She writes, “Holofernes is, in fact, a selfstyled voyeur who commands through the veil of his voyeurism. Gazing on his
subordinates, he plays the part of the voyeur by forcing them into the role of the
feminine, passive victim of the masculine gaze.”14 Despite already being a general,
Holofernes places himself in a position of heightened command. He not only wields
an authority based on his high rank, but he derives further power by inverting the
gender of others, by making his men dependent upon his will in order for them to see
fully everything in the room, and by creating an atmosphere of fear, not just for his
enemies, but also for his allies.
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Much like a movie theater, the net acts as a facilitator of the gaze and fulfills
Laura Mulvey’s notion of scopophilic desire and “taking others as objects.”15 She
admits, “at first glance, the cinema would seem to be remote from the undercover
world of the surreptitious observation of an unknowing and unwilling victim.”16 It is,
after all, seeing that is the whole point of viewing a film. However, the movie theater
screen creates
a hermetically sealed world which unwinds magically, indifferent to
the presence of the audience, producing for them a sense of separation
and playing on their voyeuristic fantasy. Moreover, the extreme
contrast between the darkness in the auditorium (which isolates the
spectators from one another) and the brilliance of the shifting patterns
of light and shade on the screen helps to promote the illusion of
voyeuristic separation.17
Holofernes has created for himself a removed and isolated viewing room. His eyes
can rest on a person outside the net without him or her ever knowing. He feels as if he
has created a safe space where he can interact with the world on his own terms, which
means dominating his men rather than collaborating with them more fully. His safe
space, however, relies on the fear that his men feel toward him. In short order, that
fear and his self-created isolation will be used against him.
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When Judith is brought inside the net, it signals a shift in the character’s
development. She becomes less of an obedient maiden and more of an abject woman.
The process of the abject in Judith is two-fold. First, Judith abjects Holofernes—
killing him, causing his spirit to exit his body, creating a corpse. It is an action that
she must undertake. For Judith to protect herself against the defilement of rape, for
her to draw the line at visual objectification and refuse physical objectification, she
must establish a border between herself and that which would pollute her body.
Holofernes is an abject threat to Judith for he “confronts [her], on the one hand, with
those fragile states where man strays on the territories of animal.”18 As stated above,
Holofernes roars and rages like an animal. He is later called a hǣðenan ‘heathen’ and,
once beheaded, a hǣðenan hund ‘heathen dog’ (Judith l. 98b, 110a). According to
Kristeva, this “primitive” abjection of “animals or animalism” is “imagined as
representative of sex and murder.”19 Judith, then, counters the abject threat of sex
with Holofernes with equally horrific death. In so doing, Judith casts herself out of
the Assyrian camp by crossing the political border back into Bethulia. She also places
herself outside of stereotypical female roles by committing a spectacularly violent act.
It can be argued that Judith is justified, broadly speaking, by countering a
potential rape. According to the laws of King Alfred, molestation and rape were both
illegal. A man was not to “seize a woman by the breast” nor was he to “lie with her”
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(Alfred 11, 1-2). The punishments for these offenses are fines—more if the woman
were of noble birth and less if she were not a virgin (11, 5). The law, however, does
not account for intent to rape, nor does it specify that rape may be avenged with
violence. Therefore, when Judith kills Holofernes, she is not only creating the sign of
the ultimate abjection—the corpse—but she becomes abject herself by skirting the
law. Kristeva writes that “the abject is perverse because it neither gives up nor
assumes a prohibition, a rule, or a law; but turns them aside, misleads, corrupts; uses
them, takes advantage of them, the better to deny them. It kills in the name of life. It
lives at the behest of death. It curbs the other’s suffering for its own profit.”21 Just as
Beowulf abjects himself in establishing the border between the archaic mother and
the community at Heorot, Judith abjects herself in killing Holofernes. She gradually
becomes what she is fighting against—she becomes powerful, dictating the action of
an army and controlling the gaze. At the same time, as a woman, she takes on abject
characteristics all her own.
When Judith is brought within the net, the first phase of her transformation
from vulnerable and weak to assertive and strong takes place. She is bēagum ġehlæste
‘adorned with rings’ and dressed to be visually pleasing to Holofernes (Judith l. 36b).
However, when she is brought inside, she seizes the opportunity to shift the balance
of power by using the net against Holofernes himself. She is now in a position to
control the gaze, to use the net as a means of weakening the Assyrian men in the
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coming battle. After Holofernes’ men bring Judith within the net, they tell Holofernes
that she is waiting for him (ll. 55-58). He intends to assert violent, masculine
authority over Judith by raping her: “þōhte ðā beorhtan idese / mid wīdle ond mid
womme besmītan” (“he thought, then, to defile the bright woman with filth and with
sin”; ll. 56b-57a). However, the balance of power is reversed when “ġefēol ðā wīne
swā druncen / se rīċa on his reste middan, swā hē nyste rǣda nānne / on ġewitlocan”
(“the powerful man then fell upon his bed so drunk with wine as if he did not know of
any reasons why he had gone to bed”; ll. 67b-69a). The general’s intent to rape Judith
is reversed. Symbolically, Judith now intends to rape Holofernes by grabbing his
sword and beheading him with two strokes.
The order of events reveals the beginnings of Judith’s abjection. Judith first
makes the decision to behead Holofernes, using his own sword against him:
Þā wæs Nerġendes
þēowen þrymful,
hū hēo þone atolan
ealdre benǣman

þearle ġemyndiġ
ēaðost mihte
ǣr se unsȳfra,

womfull, onwōce.

Ġenam ðā wundenlocc

Scyppendes mæġð

scearpne mēċe,

scūrum heardne,

ond of scēaðe ābrǣd

swīðran folme. (ll. 73b-80a)
Then the glorious handmaid of the Savior was very mindful of how
she most easily could deprive the terrible man of life before the filthy,
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foul man should awake. The curly-haired one, woman of the Creator,
took the sharp sword, hardened from battles, and drew it from the
sheath with her right hand.
It is only after she draws the sword, a clear indication that she intends to kill
Holofernes, that she prays to God, not for confirmation that she is making the right
decision, but for “sigor ond sōðne ġelēafan” (“victory and true faith”; l. 89a).
Specifically, she asks that God, “ġewrec nū, mihtiġ / torhtmōd tīres Brytta, þæt mē ys
þus torne on mōde, / hāte on hreðre mīnum” (“Avenge it now, mighty Lord,
wonderful giver of glory, that my soul is thus distressed and my breast (thus) heated”;
ll. 92b-94a).22 Like Grendel’s mother, she is seeking vengeance. Though God gives
Judith the strength to carry out the beheading (l. 95), her actions are no less abject
than those of Grendel’s mother or Modthryth. In Old English literature, the abject is
not determined by religious affiliation (Christian versus pagan) or the author’s
positive or negative portrayal of a character. Instead, the author places a character,
particularly a female character, outside of the norm by abjection. It would be
simplistic to view Grendel’s mother, and even Modthryth, as being completely the
opposite of Judith based on the way that the poets portray each character. Grendel’s
mother is viewed as an evil, transgressive woman whose familial link to Cain places
her outside acceptable society. Judith, on the other hand, is a virginal character whose
strong faith in God allows her to survive the threats to her person while she is in the
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Assyrian camp. Despite these basic differences, there is an essential similarity
between the “evil” Grendel’s mother and the “good” Judith—they are both abject and
threatening.
After Judith finishes her prayer, she kills Holofernes:
ġenam ðā þone hǣðenan mannan
fæste be feaxe sīnum,
bysmerlīċe,
listum ālēde,

tēah hyne folmum wið hyre weard

ond þone bealofullan
lāðne mannan,

swā hēo ðæs unlǣdan

ēaðost mihte

wel ġewealdan. (ll. 98b-103a)
Then [she] took the heathen man firmly by his hair, pulled him with
her hands toward her shamefully and skillfully positioned the evil,
hated man so that she might most easily control well the wicked man.
The act of readying Holofernes’ body for decapitation is ironic, for the implication of
Holofernes ordering Judith to his tent is that he intends to rape her. Jane Chance has
noted that Judith’s actions imply a “mock loving gesture” and that the adverb
bysmerlīċe, and by extension the verb bysmrian,
suggests the act of ‘defiling’ (intercourse). In this line what seems
shameful is apparently her embrace of the warrior’s body while she
moves it to a supine position. As in Beowulf, the female assumes the
superior position … The ironic embrace and mock intercourse of this
couple parallels that of Beowulf and the ides āglǣcwīf: the aggressive
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and sword-bearing ‘virgin’ contrasts with the passive and swordless
man.23
While Chance sees bysmerlīċe as reflecting upon Judith and her actions, Mary Flavia
Godfrey contends that the word should be understood as a comment on the
“shameful” position of Holofernes.24 She finds similarities between Holofernes and
King Helgi from The Saga of King Hrolf Kraki, who is spurned by Queen Olof,
pricked with a sleeping thorn, has his hair shaved and body covered in tar, and is
returned to his ship in a bag.25 The shame of the passage in Judith, then, would stem
from the general’s feminized, violated body rather than Judith’s sexualized position.
Perhaps the answer to the question of shaming lies not in the binary of “either
Judith or Holofernes,” but in both the characters and the situation as a whole. Kristeva
marks out a moment in the most basic process of abjection—that of expelling waste
from the body—which involves shame: “The shame of compromise, of being in the
middle of treachery.”26 At the moment of Holofernes’ decapitation, both Judith and
Holofernes are, in Godfrey’s words, in the “middle of treachery.” Judith, by taking up
the phallic sword and using it violently against Holofernes, is committing the
treachery of abjection. She becomes masculine, dominant, and strong. Holofernes, on
the other hand, is weak and unable to guard his body, which will be fragmented and
abjected as he is pierced and rent.
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While both Modthryth and Grendel’s mother also reverse gender roles and
perform acts of decapitation, what is unique in Judith is the deliberate nature of
Judith’s actions. In Beowulf, Modthryth’s actions are not explicitly described. The
moment of death for her voyeurs is not lingered over in detail. We know only that
they are bound and struck with a sword. Likewise, Grendel’s mother grabs Beowulf
and pulls him into her hall. Yet once there, the actual fight is a melée of twisting and
falling bodies in which confusion and struggle are the main themes of the fight. In
Judith, however, the poet lingers over the details of how the heroine arranges
everything so carefully. She purposefully positions Holofernes exactly as she wants
him to be. Now, instead of suffering herself to be styled in a way that is meant to
appeal to Holofernes’ penetrating gaze, she is the one doing the styling. Furthermore,
she is positioning him “skillfully.” This adverb, bysmerlīċe, would suggest an action
or ability that one has practiced and perfected. While Judith appears weak and
vulnerable in the beginning of the poem, inside the net she is confident and assertive.
The beheading of Holofernes is given more detail than the death scenes in the
Modthryth digression, in Grendel’s mother’s killing of Æschere, or in Beowulf’s
killing of Grendel’s mother. For example, the death scene in the Modthryth episode is
not truly described at all—from the time when the doomed men are bound until they
meet the sword blow takes only four and a half lines to describe (Beowulf ll. 19361940a). Grendel’s mother’s killing of Æschere is similar in that the circumstances
surrounding his death are described, but not the details of his death. The event is
contained in only three lines (ll. 1294-1295, 1298b-1299a). Judith’s killing of
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Holofernes, on the other hand, takes eight lines in which she strikes Holofernes twice
with his own sword:
Slōh ðā wundenlocc
þone fēondsceaðan
heteþoncolne,

fāgum mēċe,
þæt hēo healfne forċearf

þone swēoran him,

þæt hē on swīman læġ,

druncen ond dolhwund.
ealles orsāwle;
ides ellenrōf

Næs ðā dēad þā ġȳt,

slōh ðā eornoste
ōðre sīðe

þone hǣðenan hund,

þæt him þæt hēafod wand

forð on ðā flōre. (Judith ll. 103b-111a)
The curly-haired woman struck, then, the bitter, hostile enemy with the
gleaming sword so that she cut through half of his neck so that he lay
in a swoon, drunk and wounded. He was not dead yet, [not] entirely
lifeless; the courageous woman struck the heathen dog, then, fiercely a
second time so that his head rolled forth onto the floor.
Having positioned Holofernes’ body exactly as she wants it, Judith decapitates him
with two blows to his neck. The scene has sexualized overtones reminiscent of those
in Beowulf’s fight with Grendel’s mother as well as threatening female characters of
the Old English riddles. Many scholars have noted the connection between the “curlyhaired” Judith’s actions and those enumerated in “Riddle 25,” which reads:
Ic eom wunderlicu wiht, wīfum on hyhte,
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nēahbūendum nyt; nǣngum sceþþe
burgsittendra, nymþe bonan ānum.
Staþol mīn is stēaphēah, stonde ic on bedde,
neoþan rūh nāthwǣr. Nēþeð hwīlum
ful cyrtenu ceorles dohtor,
mōdwlanc mēowle, þæt hēo on mec grīpeð,
rāseð mec on rēodne, rēafað mīn hēafod,
fēgeð mec on fæsten. Fēleð sōna
mīnes gemōtes, sēo þe mec nearwað,
wīf wundenlocc. Wǣt bið þæt ēage. (“Riddle 25” ll. 1-11)27
I am a wonderful thing, a joy to women, and a benefit to neighbors; I
hurt none of the inhabitants, except a killer alone. My stem is very
high, I stand in a bed, from somewhere beneath [I am] hairy. A churl’s
very beautiful daughter sometimes dares to take hold of me,
courageous maiden, raises a red color in me, seizes my head, binds me
tightly. She soon feels my meeting, she who confines me, curly-haired
woman. Wet will be that eye.
The innocuous “onion” is threatened with death (a “killer”) who grabs it tightly by the
head. The sexual nature of the joke is difficult to miss. Yet, the implication of sexual
pleasure (“wet will be that eye”) is mixed with the threat of the bonan—a weapon or
person wielding a weapon that causes death. In the same way, “the curly-haired,
27
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decapitating/castrating Judith is also a source of pleasure and fear,” notes John P.
Hermann. “[She] is both [an] object of desire and violent avenger of those who desire
unmediated access to her.”28
Judith’s beheading of Holofernes is horrific not just because she causes death,
but because that death is drawn out. She strikes twice, first creating a wound then
cutting the head off completely. Kristeva writes of the “erotic cult of the abject” as
that which harkens back to the mother and is fascinated with her abjection.29 Freud
posits two main types of fear of the mother: that of the mother as castrated and that of
the mother as castrating.30 Kristeva writes that in the abject, the place where the body
is threatened with death, castration does not represent
a part of himself, vital though it may be, that he is threatened with
losing, but his whole life. To preserve himself from severance, he is
ready for more—flow, discharge, hemorrhage. All mortal. Freud had,
in enigmatic fashion, noted in connection with melancholy: ‘wound’,
‘internal hemorrhage’, ‘a hole in the psyche.’ The eroticization of
abjection, and perhaps any abjection to the extent that it is already
eroticized, is an attempt at stopping the hemorrhage: a threshold before
death.31
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Judith, whose beauty is stressed to a greater degree than Modthryth’s or Grendel’s
mother’s, is eroticized even in her abjection. Furthermore, Holofernes, as noted
above, becomes feminized and eroticized as Judith positions his body and stands over
him with the phallic object—the sword. The two-stroke beheading encapsulates the
dual threat of castration now that Holofernes’ body signifies—being both male (in
form) and female (in position). The fear of the mother as castrated is essentially the
fear of menstruation—of a bloody wound that flows without a woman being able to
control or stop it. Likewise, Holofernes lies completely helpless—“in a swoon” or
“unconscious”—unable to stop the bleeding. The wound creates a moment of
schadenfreude, of disturbed fascination and pleasure from someone else’s pain—a
Holofernes who is mortally wounded, but not yet dead, and who, perhaps, is no
longer male, but has become female. The second stroke beheads Holofernes
completely, invoking the second aspect of the castration complex—that of the woman
as castrator. A role that, in this case, also invokes abjection.
Judith once again undergoes a transformation after Holofernes has been
beheaded. According to the narrator, Judith is now considered neither opportunistic
nor even self-preserving, but the victor of a gūðe, ‘battle’ (Judith l. 123). In proof of
her victory, Judith slips Holofernes’ head past the Assyrians and returns to Bethulia:
Þā sēo snotere mæġð

snūde ġebrōhte

þæs herewǣðan

hēafod swā blōdiġ

on ðām fǣtelse

þe hyre foregenġa,

blāchlēor ides,

hyra bēġea nest,
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ðēawum ġeðungen,
ond hit þā swā heolfriġ
hiġeðoncolre

þyder on lǣdde,
hyre on hond āġeaf,

hām tō berenne,

Iūdith ġingran sīnre. (ll. 125-132a)
Then the wise woman quickly placed the head of the warrior so bloody
into the bag, which her attendant, fair lady, excellent in habits, had
brought there with provisions for both of them, and then [she] gave it
[the bag], so gory, into her hand, the thoughtful [maid] to carry home,
Judith to her handmaid.
The conflation of castration, death, and food carries great significance in the context
of abjection. For Kristeva, food represents the most basic abjection. When a person
eats or attempts to eat, the expectation is that the body will assimilate the food. It will
be absorbed and become part of the body. Yet, whether by regurgitation or
defecation, part of the food resists assimilation. It refuses to become part of the body,
and, therefore, must be cast out. This prompts Kristeva to ask: Is the food that was
previously internalized by me a part of me?32 She also posits that the primal fear that
food abjection embodies is countered in monotheistic cultures by food taboos.33 The
first food taboo was set forth in the garden of Eden: “If a certain kind of eating, that
of the apple of knowledge, could not have been held back from Adam, who was
tempted by Eve, herself tempted by the Serpent, another food will be absolutely
banned, in order to forestall the chaos that would result from the identification of man
32
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with the immortality of God.” The first food taboo, then, is a result of a “feminine
and animal temptation.”35 Placing Holofernes’ head in a food bag becomes
emblematic of the abject transgression representing food taboos conceived of as a
“flesh/blood opposition. On the one hand there is bloodless flesh (destined for man)
and the other, blood (destined for God). Blood, indicating the impure, takes on the
‘animal’ seme [basic meaning] of the previous opposition and inherits the propensity
for murder of which man must cleanse himself.”36
Judith is a castrator who is not content with death. The food bag suggests
devouring, much like Grendel whose glōf, ‘glove’, as related by Beowulf, is used as a
veritable grocery bag that he fills with men whom he will eat later. The conflation of
decapitation and the threat of cannibalism is also present in the biblical account of the
beheading of John the Baptist. Salomé, whose display of dancing pleases King Herod,
conspires with her mother to request that Herod behead John the Baptist and bring his
head to her on a platter—a symbol of food and devouring.37 Eating human flesh and
the abject are connected. Kristeva writes of cannibalism among the tribes of New
Guinea that the “relaxation of [food] prohibitions [takes place] for the sake of a single
objective—reproduction at any cost—[and] is accompanied by such a lack of the
‘clean and proper’ and hence of the abject that cannibalism of the dead seems to be
current practice.”38 Susan Kim has argued that “the head in the bag which Judith
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brings home with her can thus be the evidence of her encounter, the sign of “how it
was successful for her at battle,” the proof not only of Holofernes’ death, but also of
her sexualized encounter, the outcome of a symbolic pregnancy.”39 Though Judith
does not literally eat of Holofernes’ flesh, placing his head in a food bag implies
devouring, the result of which is a symbolically increased fertility. Death and birth
combine in Judith, which places her outside social and religious constructs.
Pregnancy should lead to the birth of a child who will grow into the symbolic order of
the father, but birth in the poem is abject, beyond the normative ideal. Instead of
upholding and continuing the androcentric order, this birth challenges sexual
difference by putting on display the fragmented and symbolically castrated head of
Holofernes.
While Judith prayed to God for the strength to defeat Holofernes, Holofernes’
head is not given to God, but to the people of Bethulia; it is displayed for all to see:
Þā sēo glēawe hēt,
hyre ðīnenne

golde ġefrætewod,
þancolmōde

þæs herewǣðan

hēafod onwrīðan

ond hyt tō bēhðe

blōdiġ ætȳwan

þām burhlēodum,
Spræc ðā sēo æðele

hū hyre æt beaduwe ġespēow.
tō eallum þām folce:

“Hēr ġē magon sweotole,
lēoda rǣswan,
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siġerōfe hæleð,

on ðæs lāðestan
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hǣðenes heaðorinces
Hōlofernus

hēafod starian,

unlyfiġendes. (Judith ll. 171-180)

Then the wise one commanded, adorned with gold, her attentive
female servant to unwrap the head of the warrior and to display it as a
bloody sign for the townspeople, how in battle she succeeded. Spoke,
then, the noble one to all the people: “Here you may, victorious
warriors, leaders of the people, gaze openly on the head of the most
hateful, heathen one, lifeless warrior, Holofernes.
Holofernes is objectified even further by becoming an object of the gaze. He has been
removed from his net and from the protective wrappings of the food bag and exposed,
not to his own men or those who would serve him, but to his enemies. He becomes
their sign of victory. Judith does not give the head to God as Kristeva’s “blood flesh”
should be given, but to the people of Bethulia who devour it through sight. The sight
of the head nurtures further violence. Kim highlights the importance of the sign of
Holofernes’ head, in particular that Judith is the one who interprets it: “When Judith
displays the head there is no room for horror at all. Judith commands her handmaid to
show the head, blodig, to the townspeople, but does not wait for them to interpret it.
She explains to them exactly what it means … She tells them it means the death of
their enemies and their own glory in battle.”40 It is true that we are not given the
reaction of the townspeople to the head, except that after Judith’s speech, they rush to
arm themselves for battle. However, the head certainly is a sign of horror, both in its
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display before the Bethulians and in its lack when the Assyrians discover the headless
body of Holofernes behind the net:
Þā iċ ǣdre ġefræġn
sleġefǣġe hæleð

slǣpe tōbrēdon

ond wið þæs bealofullan

būrġeteldes

wēriġferhðe

hwearfum þringan,

Hōlofernus.

Hogedon āninga

hyra hlāforde

hilde bodian,

ǣr ðon ðe him se eġesa

on ufan sǣte,

mæġen Ebrēa. (Judith ll. 246b-253a)
Then I quickly heard that the death-doomed men cast off sleep and,
tired at heart, pressed forward in crowds to the evil one’s, Holofernes’,
inner bedchamber. They thought to rouse their lord to battle at once
before the terror descended upon them, the army of the Hebrews.
The intent to save their commander turns to intense anxiety when they cannot rouse
him from his supposed sleep. They also cannot see into the tent without possibly
incurring his wrath. In this way, Judith has used the net, the male gaze, against itself.
Knowing that the men fear Holofernes and knowing that only those who are invited
may venture inside, Judith uses the net to her advantage, buying herself and the
Bethulians time to mount an attack upon the Assyrians.
One of the warriors finally becomes brave enough to peer into the interior
space where he finds the remains of Holofernes:
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Funde ðā on bedde
his goldġifan

blācne licgan

gǣstes ġēsne,

līfes belidenne.

Hē þā lungre ġefēoll

frēoriġ tō foldan,

ongan his feax teran,

hrēoh on mōde,

ond his hræġl somod,

ond þæt word ācwæð
þe ðǣr unrōte

tō ðām wiġġendum

ūte wǣron:

“Hēr ys ġeswutelod

ūre sylfra forwyrd,

tōweard ġetācnod. (ll. 278-286a)
He found then on the bed his gold-giver lying pale, deprived of spirit,
deprived of life. He then quickly fell trembling to the ground, began to
tear his hair, disturbed in mind, and his clothing too, and spoke a word
to the warriors who were dejected there outside. “Here is revealed our
own destruction, portended [to be] imminent.
Lochrie views the Assyrian man’s reaction to seeing Holofernes’ decapitated body as
related to the general’s castration: “In this scene, Holofernes’ own feminization at the
hands of Judith seems contagious, as the Assyrian warrior is thrown into feminine
paroxysms of grief at the sight of Holofernes’ lifeless trunk. His behavior compares
with those female mourners at Beowulf’s funeral, who are similarly distracted by
grief.”41 The warrior’s reaction is also similar to that of Hrothgar, who is so taken by
grief at the death of Æschere at the hands of Grendel’s mother that he wants simply to
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mourn rather than fight. Beowulf must remind him that it is his duty to avenge not to
mourn (Beowulf ll. 1383-1385). A lone woman, then, enacting violence against a lone
man causes a ripple effect within the patriarchal system. The gender reversal is, as
Lochrie states, “contagious.” The Assyrians break ranks, some fighting and dying,
others running before the quickly approaching army of Bethulians.
The gender reversal also extends to the Bethulians. Before Holofernes’
decapitation/castration, the Bethulians were losing the war. They were the collective,
habitual object of the Assyrians’ aggression, unable to defend themselves against it.
Their reversal of fortune comes, literally, at the hands of a woman. Judith admits such
herself when she says that the Bethulians will achieve victory þurh mīne hand,
‘through my hand’ (Judith l. 198b). Kim finds the presentation of Holofernes’ head to
the Bethulians to be of the utmost importance primarily because of the role Judith
plays in interpreting the sign. Specifically, she views Judith’s mention of her
“handiwork” as a moment in which she “manipulates the terms of mediation, so that
she can claim that her own body carries the process of signifying.”42 Coupled with the
idea of a symbolic pregnancy,
the crux of this equation is that it makes Holofernes’ body a version of
her own … Establishing Holofernes’ severed head as the product of
Judith’s speculatively sexual encounter with him, as the outcome of
pregnancy, the poem radically turns the terms of this equation, so that
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what she has cut away from Holofernes, she has made her own, her
own body and her own ‘sign’, her version of the word-made-flesh.43
Clearly, much as Beowulf is the lynchpin upon whom the safety of his people is
guaranteed at the end of the poem, Holofernes functions as the leader who guarantees
the safety and victory of the Assyrians. Without him, they are lost. By taking his
head, Judith is claiming that power for herself. She becomes the de facto leader of the
Bethulians, who will now experience victory because she has taken Holofernes into
herself through the symbolic processes of decapitation/castration, cannibalism, and
pregnancy. Raising the general’s head into the air, Judith represents life and death,
hope and horror, masculine hero and feminine “mother,” whose pregnancy gives birth
to the death of the enemy. In so doing, she becomes, quite possibly, the most abject of
the three women. She combines the self-preservation of Modthryth with Grendel’s
mother’s vengeance. She is at once a desirable woman and a symbolically horrific
mother. She rules symbolically, as does Modthryth on her throne, and allows others to
become violent, as does Grendel’s mother with her son.
The symbolic meaning of Judith’s presentation of Holofernes’ head as
interpreted by Kim is contested by Heide Estes, who also takes issue with the idea of
consumption and cannibalism. “A pregnancy,” she writes, “involves change, growth,
development. Holofernes’ head, bloody as it is, remains unchanged in the interval
between its containment in the sack and its display at the gate to Bethulia, suggesting,
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perhaps, a meal that cannot be digested.” I would argue that the truth can be found
between Kim’s idea that Judith incorporates Holofernes’ head and is, therefore,
pregnant and Estes’s argument that Judith cannot be pregnant because there is no
development. There is, indeed, drastic change, not in the physical head, but in Judith,
the Assyrians, and the Bethulians. Judith develops from a weak, objectified woman
into the leader of the Bethulians, and under her command, the Bethulians defeat the
Assyrians. Like Modthryth who moves from violent actions to symbolic rule on a
throne, being abject, Judith is able to move across categories of male and female
power, using both direct, violent, masculine actions and feminine negotiating by
urging others to violence. She is an ambiguous signifier within a literary corpus that
demands that such ambiguity be oppressed, abject.
I would also argue that there is digestion. During the final battle between the
Bethulians and the Assyrians,
Dynedan scildas,
hlūde hlummon.
wulf in walde,
wælġīfre fugel.

Þæs se hlanca ġefeah
ond se wanna hrefn,
Wistan bēġen

þæt him ðā þēodguman
fylle on fǣgum.

Ac him flēah on lāst

earn ǣtes ġeorn,

ūriġfeðera,

salowiġpāda
44
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hyrnednebba. (Judith ll. 204b-212a)
Shields made a racket, loudly resounded. In this, the gaunt one
rejoiced, a wolf in the forest, and the dark raven, bloodthirsty bird.
Both knew that for them the Hebrews intended to provide a feast from
those fated to die. Then flew behind them the eagle, desirous of prey,
dewy-feathered, the dark coated one, the raven sang a war song.
Though the motif is not unique to Judith, the beasts of battle—the wolf, raven, and
eagle—certainly devour the Assyrians on a very literal level. However, the Bethulian
army also devours the Assyrians in a manner that harkens back to Holofernes’ feast.
The Bethulians styrmdon hlūde, ‘raged loudly’, and shields dynedan, ‘made a racket’
(ll. 224a, 204b). The Bethulians with their unintelligible battle noise devour the
Assyrians just as the Assyrians glutted themselves on food and wine. This “feasting”
goes on for some time during which
Þā sēo cnēoris eall,
mǣġða mǣrost,

ānes mōnðes fyrst,

wlanc, wundenlocc,

wǣgon ond lǣddon

tō ðǣre beorhtan byriġ,
helmas ond hupseax,
gūðsceorp gumena

Bēthūliam,
hāre byrnan,
golde ġefrætewod,

mǣrra mādma

þonne mon ǣniġ

āsecgan mæġe

searoþoncelra;

eal þæt ðā ðēodguman

þrymme ġeēodon,

120
cēne under cumblum
þurh Iūdithe

on compwīġe

glēawe lāre,

mæġð mōdiġre.

Hī tō mēde hyre

of ðām sīðfate

sylfre brōhton,

eorlas æscrōfe,

Hōlofernes

sweord ond swātiġne helm,
ġerēnode rēadum golde;
swīðmōd sinces āhte

swylċe ēac sīde byrnan
ond eal þæt se rinca baldor

oððe sundoryrfes,

bēaga ond beorhtra māðma,

hī þæt þǣre beorhtan idese

āġēafon ġearoþoncolre. (ll. 323b-341a)
Then all the curly-haired tribe, the most famous of nations, [after] the
period of one month, proud, carried and brought to the bright city,
Bethulia, helmets and short swords, grey coats of mail, armor of men,
gold adorned, more of treasures than any of discerning men may say;
the people obtained all that by courage, brave under banners and in
battle, through the wise advice of Judith, of the courageous woman.
They themselves brought as a reward to her from the venture, retainers
brave in battle, Holofernes’ sword and bloody helmet, as well as a
large coat of mail adorned with red gold; and all that the lord of
warriors—arrogant—had of treasures or of possessions, of rings and of
bright treasures, they gave it to the wise, bright woman.
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Erin Mullally views the reward of Holofernes’ treasures and battle arms as a sign that
Judith has entered the “Anglo-Saxon warrior system of exchange” in which the gifts
increase … Judith’s worth in the eyes of her warrior society.
Significantly the Vulgate Judith receives Holofernes’ domestic
possessions—his tent, dinnerware, beds, bowls and furniture—
whereas the Anglo-Saxon Judith receives his treasure of gold and
silver, and ‘Holofernus’ own sword and bloody helmet, as well as his
broad coat of arms … Receiving weaponry links Judith with a
masculine social position.45
The relationship that Kim sees between the bodies of Judith and Holofernes (he
becomes a part of her) is completed by the gift of Holofernes’ bloody possessions.
What she has symbolically internalized (the power represented by the head) is also
now apparent on the outside by the martial trappings. This also means that Judith’s
transformation is complete. She has evolved from a woman who would have been
considered weak and vulnerable into a warrior and leader, from a maiden into a
symbolic “mother” of the Bethulians who, like Wealhtheow, uses words to
manipulate and urge others to violence. Yet, as an abject woman she gives “birth,”
not to life—a boy who will grow up and enter the symbolic order of the father—but
death to the enemy. In so doing, she not only abjects Holofernes and by extension the
Assyrians, but herself. In Kristeva’s words,
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during that course in which ‘I’ become, I give birth to myself amid the
violence of sobs, of vomit. Mute protest of the symptom, shattering
violence of a convulsion that, to be sure, is inscribed in a symbolic
system, but in which, without either wanting or being able to become
integrated in order to answer to it, it reacts, it abreacts. It abjects.46
Despite the context of Judith’s faith in God and her positive portrayal by the poet,
she, like Modthryth and Grendel’s mother, represents an abject threat to the
androcentric establishment. She carries out an act of violence that no other man is
able to do, killing Holofernes, symbolically consuming his body and bringing forth
death for those to whom she had so recently submitted.

46

Kristeva, Powers 3.

CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

Despite often being studied separately, Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and
Judith are strongly linked by the male gaze and abjection. Both feared and desired,
they pose serious challenges to the male-dominated worlds in which they live. They
are strong female characters when stereotypes of women in Old English literature
would dictate that they be weak. They retaliate against the male gaze when the men
who look upon them would have them submit to objectification. They wield violence
against those who seek to victimize them, beheading men and symbolically castrating
male power. For these acts, all three women are abjected; they are cast outside social
or physical boundaries, so that, ideally, they no longer threaten the androcentric order.
Both Laura Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze and Julia Kristeva’s discussion
of the abject began to receive increasing attention by scholars of Old English
literature in the 1990s and for good reason.1 Their theories prove to be very useful in
giving us a language to discuss the characters of the Old English corpus including,

1

Gillian Overing’s Language, Sign, and Gender in Beowulf and Karma Lochrie’s “Gender, Sexual
Violence, and the Politics of War in the Old English Judith” both contributed greatly to the study of
the male gaze in Old English literature while Renée Trilling and Paul Acker pioneered the theory of
the abject in relation to Grendel’s mother in “Beyond Abjection: The Problem of Grendel’s Mother
Again” and “Horror and the Maternal in Beowulf” respectively.
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but certainly not limited to, those in this study. Mulvey shines light on one of the
more subtle ways that women are objectified—the male gaze. In androcentric society,
the phallus is imbued with meaning by placing greater power and value in those who
have a phallus as opposed to those who do not. Psychoanalytically, a man who gazes
at a woman seeks to exert his power and his subject status by making the woman into
an object of desire and highlighting her lack of the phallus—a scopophillic way of
gazing.2 Conversely, a man may also engage in gazing related to the mirror stage.3 He
may look at and identify with another man whose sexual pursuit of a woman fulfills
his own need to exert his subject status.
Despite the emphasis upon sexual desire, the gaze can also be threatening
since the identification of a woman’s lack of a phallus can lead to castration
anxiety—the fear that the woman has been castrated or that the woman may castrate
the man.4 In this scenario, the woman functions as something other than the object.
She is abject, a representation of the fear and horror that arises when boundaries are
crossed and when the subject is threatened with the loss of power and, ultimately, of
self. Kristeva provides a comprehensive study of the abject in Powers of Horror. She
defines the abject as that which “does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in2

Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Visual and Other Pleasures (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1989) 16-17. For Freud’s original theories on scopophilia, see Sigmund
Freud, “Three Essays on Sexuality, The Freud Reader, ed. Peter Gay (New York: W. W. Norton and
Company, 1989) 239-293, and Sigmund Freud, “Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood,”
The Freud Reader, ed. Peter Gay (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1989) 443-481.
3
Mulvey 16-17. For Lacan’s thoughts on the mirror stage, see Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror Stage as
Formative of the Function of the I,” Philosophers on Art from Kant to the Postmoderns, ed.
Christopher Kul-Want (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010) 151-157.
4
Mulvey 21. For Freud’s analysis of the castration complex, see Sigmund Freud, “The Dissolution of
the Oedipus Complex,” The Freud Reader, ed. Peter Gay (New York: W. W. Norton and Company,
1989) 661-666.
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between, the ambiguous, the composite,” in other words, the people or things that do
not fit into the neat subject/object or us/them binaries.5
The abject creates serious problems both for individuals and for communities.
The abject is intimately tied to bodies and bodily functions. One may ingest food and
for a time it appears as if the food will become a part of the body. In time, however,
part of the food rebels and is abjected (cast out) by the body as waste, temporarily
fracturing the boundary of the body and threatening its health. The abject functions in
much the same way at the social level, challenging the borders of the community
(legally, religiously, or geographically) as a reminder of society’s vulnerability.
While laws, religious prohibitions and rituals, and cultural taboos are established to
mitigate the destabilizing effects of the abject, there is one form of abjection that
proves to be most unsettling—death. Unlike other forms of the abject that can be
wiped, washed, sutured, imprisoned, or outcast, death is unavoidable and irreversible.
In death, the body does not expel waste, it becomes waste to be buried or burned. For
society, death is a loss of a member, a void, rendered even worse if it is caused by
violent crime that flouts the law and endangers social order.
The male gaze and abjection link Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith as
all three characters reject or reverse the male gaze and threaten society with abjection.
Modthryth refuses to be gazed at by the men in her father’s hall. Her rejection of the
subject/object system enacted by the gaze turns violent when she binds, or has

5

Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1982) 4.
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bound, the offending men and subsequently decapitates them. Her actions threaten
society by forcing a confrontation with the abject—wounds, blood, and death—and
also with the loss of sexual difference as the decapitation of men is a symbolic
castration of the male power and control of the hall and the community. For the
androcentric order to attempt to reestablish itself, Modthryth must be cast out of the
hall. Modthryth remains in a place of power even once she is married to Offa, on a
throne, suggesting that her “taming” is not as thorough as previously supposed.
Where Modthryth was a threat to a community from within, Grendel’s mother
represents a threat to a community from without. She crosses geographic borders to
enact violent revenge upon Heorot for the death of her son. Sneaking into the hall at
night, she takes Æschere and drags him back to her mere, leaving a trail of blood and
his head in her wake. Her threat to the community is that she may continue attacking
Heorot as Grendel did or that she could give birth to more offspring like Grendel,
who would continue the feud. She represents the threat of castration, symbolically
through the decapitation of Æschere, and through the threat of the mere as a vagina
dentata. She is the archaic mother who is both life and death. She is the chora where
the subject struggles to exist outside the mother’s womb. Her defeat is brought about,
not by Beowulf’s prowess alone, but by the implement deus ex machina of the giant
sword. His mirror stage gaze upon the sword, his identification with the phallic
6

The lines appear to be passive. Klaeber’s Beowulf and the Fight at Finnsburg, 4th Edition, ed. R.D.
Fulk, Robert E. Bjork, and John D. Niles (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008) ll. 1935-1940a.
Mary Dockray-Miller has disputed the passive reading of the lines, suggesting that the words used to
describe the actions taken to restrain the men have traditionally been translated as passive when
referring to Modthryth, but active when referencing Beowulf and should been taken as active when
used to describe the actions of both characters. Mary Dockray-Miller, “The Masculine Queen of
Beowulf,” Women and Language 21.2 (1998).
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object, allows him symbolically to penetrate Grendel’s mother in a psychoanalytically
sexual killing. Life and death are inscribed at once upon the body of the mother who
is at once the threat and the victim of abjection.
Judith begins differently than the Modthryth and Grendel’s mother episodes.
While the two latter characters are introduced as committing violent actions from the
beginning and living outside society, respectively, Judith begins in a position of
weakness inside Holofernes’ community. She gains power by reversing the male
gaze, established by Holofernes’ net that allows him to see those around his bed but
prevents those outside from seeing him. She reverses the gaze when she beheads
Holofernes inside his tent, enacting the power of the gaze upon Holofernes’ men.
Afterward, Judith reveals his head to the Bethulians in an abject display of birth/death
and takes a place of leadership, urging the men into battle and receiving Holofernes’
battle armor, symbolic of the shift in power from the seemingly untouchable warrior
to the previously vulnerable woman.7
The study of abjection in Old English poetry reveals a deep-seated fear that
the control men seek to exert over the Other, and how they define the Other, is,
indeed, precarious. The decapitation/castration that Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and
Judith each enact strikes at the very core of that control. It upsets sexual difference,
the bedrock of androcentric society. The decapitation/castration not only rids a man
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Carol J. Clover, “Regardless of Sex: Men, Women, and Power in Early Northern Europe,”
Representations 44 (1993). Clover suggests that the distinction between masculine and feminine in
early medieval Northern cultures was based more on the strength or weakness inherent in one’s actions
rather than sexual difference. Thus Judith begins as weak, or feminine, because she is passively
summoned and led to Holofernes and ends strong once she takes the sword, kills Holofernes, and
incites the battle.
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of the sign of his power (the phallus), but since the act of violence is carried out by a
woman, it gives her more control, more power, more strength than she would have
had otherwise. Androcentric society cannot bear the sign of male weakness; therefore,
the woman must become a horrific threat to be abjected from the community in order
to preserve its health.
The abject, however, is not a singular phenomenon. Modthryth, Grendel’s
mother, and Judith all exhibit a nuanced interpretation of abjection. Modthryth
remains slightly removed from the act of decapitation/castration and there is an
ambiguity to her marriage with Offa—was she given away by her father or did she
actively pursue a marriage to the king? The poet’s lack of straightforward details
makes Modthryth at once inside and outside, knowable and unknowable, a woman to
be desired and feared. Grendel’s mother represents an abjection much older and more
primal. The womb/tomb imagery of the mere and her mysterious lineage going back
to Cain and the giants links her to the archaic mother, desire for whom is a threat in
itself for she is at the core of the castration complex—one who is both castrated and
castrating. Judith presents abjection from another point of view—that of the woman
who finds power in horror. Her ability to permeate political boundaries from Bethulia
to the Assyrian camp and back again gives her the opportunity to use her own
abjection as a means to overthrow oppression. Her symbolic pregnancy becomes the
metaphor for that overthrow—she is a bringer of death and life.
While Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith have often been compared to
one another, no other study has placed them side-by-side in such an in-depth way.
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Together, they reveal the ways in which strong women threaten androcentric society.
I have sought to fill a gap in male gaze theory by linking the rejection of the male
gaze to Kristeva’s theory of abjection, bringing together two divergent approaches to
the three characters in one study. While this study has endeavored to contribute to
such advancement, there is more to be done. Hagiographies of female saints,
particularly Elene, as well as the female speakers of the elegies, The Wife’s Lament
and Wulf and Eadwacer, could be a fruitful continuation of the study of the abject in
Old English literature as they present a different type of abjection from that presented
in heroic poetry.
Elene, and other saints such as Juliana and Margaret present the threat of
being outsiders in pagan religious communities in which they find themselves; as
such, they represent a threat to the establishment since they can vigorously defend
themselves with prayer and influence others to convert to their belief system. In
addition, the cross-dressing female saints would also contribute to the study of the
male gaze and abjection in Old English. Saint Eugenia, for example, dons male
clothing to be accepted into a monastery, eventually achieving the rank of abbot.
When she miraculously heals Melantia, she presses sexual advances upon Eugenia,
who then must reveal her true identity.8 The interplay of seen/unseen and the
knowledge that Eugenia will be cast out of the monastery should her sex be revealed
is a further example of the male gaze and abject in the Old English corpus. The

8

For more information about Eugenia, see Paul E. Szarmach, “Ælfric’s Women Saints: Eugenia,” New
Readings on Women in Old English Literature, ed. Helen Damico and Alexandra Hennessey Olsen
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990).
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elegies present an abjection that is different still. The two unnamed women suffer the
consequences of undisclosed, potentially violent political plots. They become the
symbols, and victims, of a threat to the body politic, living outside of the community
and, in the case of Wulf and Eadwacer, sexually objectified.
Questions of gazing and abjection are equally as important when asked of
Anglo-Saxon material culture. In works of art (manuscript illuminations, sculpture,
material artifacts, among others), we can see how women are portrayed. Are they
positioned, styled, and clothed to appeal to visual pleasure or to invoke castration
anxiety? If there are also men depicted in the image, it would be beneficial to note
what they are looking at and how. Should their attention be drawn to the woman,
what part of her are they looking at, and does she appear to be accepting or resisting
their gaze? Furthermore, is she positioned inside or outside, slightly removed from or
a full part of the community of the image? Based on the image’s thematic content, a
study of this sort could provide greater nuance to the study of the male gaze and
abjection in Anglo-Saxon England.
Another area for expansion, particularly as it related to abjection, is
archaeology. As noted in chapter 3, the existence of bog bodies confirms that the
literary conception of the mere was also present historically since people who were
considered abnormal or physically deformed, or conversely, those who were
considered greater than average, were killed or sacrificed in watery bogs.9 There is

9

Melanie Giles, “Iron Age Bog Bodies of North-western Europe. Representing the Dead,”
Archaeological Dialogues 16.1 (2009): 75-101. See also Anne Ross and Don Robins, Life of a Druid
Prince (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991).
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also evidence that other outcasts, perhaps criminals, were beheaded and/or
dismembered and buried outside consecrated burial grounds in watery places (rivers,
swamps, meres).10 Furthermore, in some cases, the excessive mutilation of corpses
and the piercing of the bodies with long stakes or nails suggests, according to John
Blair, that Anglo-Saxons feared that such deviants would return from the dead to
haunt and cause harm to the living.11 To assuage such fears, the bodies must be
abjected, rent, and expunged from the community.
The study of the abject reveals that in the world of Old English heroic poetry,
the hero’s hold on power and control is tenuous. A challenge to society’s well-being
and order can come from a foe outside itself, but it can just as easily emanate from
within. Such a threat is constant and centers on characters who defy objectification
and who attempt to turn objectifying violence back upon those who enact the process.
In their rejection of the male gaze and their violent decapitation/castration of men,
Modthryth, Grendel’s mother, and Judith are prime examples of abject women who
challenge traditional gender roles, striking fear in the heart of society and prompting a
frenzied rush to cast them out of the community. They also present a challenge to us,
to our previously held notions of women’s roles in Old English poetry, and to our
own ability to face the powers of horror.

10

For more information on the placement of bodies outside of communities, see Matthew Beresford,
“The Dangerous Dead: The Early Medieval Deviant Burial at Southwell, Nottinghamshire in a Wider
Context,” MBArchaeology Local Heritage Series 3 (2012): 1-16. In addition, see Sarah Semple,
“Illustrations of Damnation in Late Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts,” Anglo-Saxon England 32 (2003): 231245.
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